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ABSTRACT 
 
This dissertation investigates what Christianity implies for contemporary 
Chinese Christians, and theorizes the interplay between unity and diversity within 
the Christian phenomenon. I collected data from January 2015 to May 2016 
through ethnographic fieldwork primarily in Nanping City, Fujian. While the study 
focuses on the main local Protestant network there, it also considers the four 
other local Christianizing denominations, as well as the influence of and the 
interaction with alternative religious traditions.    
In order to investigate how Chinese Christians manifest their religious 
commitment, I apply Actor-Network Theory as a methodological tool and 
document how Christians interact with a wide range of material objects and 
virtual entities. Through the study of Christian buildings in their Chinese 
environment, the layout inside places of worship in relation to religious 
performances, the ways in which local Christians invest their wealth in the 
construction of elderly homes, and also through the analysis of the local 
 VIII 
 
Protestant blood taboo, this dissertation presents the set of relationships that 
local Christians constantly produce and reinforce.   
Thus, I argue that the turn to Christianity in Nanping is not just about 
meanings and values, but about the constant creation of a specific web of 
relationships with the recognition of a few key actors. To describe further the 
particularities of the central ‘actor,’ the Christ, I apply the notion of the ‘face’ from 
Emmanuel Levinas to unfold the type of agency and change that this actor 
induces within its Christian network. Yet, Christianity in Nanping emerges not 
only in relation to Christ’s face, but also in relation to the continuous making of 
two other entities: the Church as a semi-transcendental being and the pastoral 
clergy as a unique type of clergy. Paired in a twin-sponsorship, Church and 
pastors participate in the constant production and adjustment of the Christian 
network, including its religious norms and moral rules, to allow local Christians to 
collectively recall and respond to the presence of the face. 
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INTRODUCTION: STUDYING CHINESE CHRISTIANITIES 
 
In early July 2004, a group of young altar servants held their summer 
camp in a house in Mui Wo, a remote bay of the Hong Kong territory. The 
Catholic priest in charge of their parish, a young French missionary, invited me to 
join this three-day camp. I had already been in Hong Kong for a year as a French 
seminarian volunteering for the local Catholic Church, in charge of organizing 
pastoral activities for French expatriates while living in a local parish and learning 
Cantonese at Hong Kong University. Joining this summer camp was an 
opportunity to practice my Cantonese and further immerse myself among young 
local Catholics.  
When all the activities were over, and everyone prepared for bed, a group 
of teenage girls assigned to sleep in the upper room of the building came to me 
begging for my “sahpjihga.” Thanks to their gestures and efforts to repeat the 
term many times, I finally understood that they were looking for my cross. 
Unfortunately, the French and fairly liberal seminarian that I was did not wear any 
cross. Once they understood my lack of piety, they turned to the priest and 
begged for his cross. Since they were supposed to spend the night alone 
upstairs, he agreed to give them his cross to get peace and reassure everyone. 
The problem was solved.  
Yet, I did not understand what was going on and which problem was 
behind this “cross hunting.” Why were these teenagers so concerned about 
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getting one cross? The priest explained to me that they were simply afraid of 
ghosts and wanted protection. Our building was in the middle of some 
abandoned fields and in quite poor condition. The altar servants were not used to 
sleeping in such a remote environment and were scared by the potential 
wandering spirits filling the surroundings. These explanations were far from 
satisfying and raised in me all kinds of questions. How could such modern and 
well-educated young Hong Kong Christians still be afraid of ghosts? If ghosts 
exist by any means, how can a piece of wood, even shaped as a Christian cross, 
be enough to stop their dangerous influence? Should we not challenge their 
childish and superstitious behavior?  
Coming from a French and rural background where the idea of 
“Halloween” was entirely foreign, and ghosts are a vanished superstition from the 
Middle Ages, I still knew how objects are crucial in the deployment of a Christian 
faith. At my parents’ and grandparents’ farms, we put pieces of blessed palms at 
the front of the doors. At church, we sign ourselves with holy water. Once a year, 
we join a local pilgrimage where priests bless our cars. Material objects were 
everywhere in my own experience of Christianity, and as a seminarian I was 
used to introducing younger generations to sacraments through a pedagogy 
centered on objects. But, with the exception of the Holy Eucharist, objects were 
always used as symbols to indirectly refer to and recall the presence of the 
Christian God. They were not the presence itself, or any part of it. They were 
about meaning.  
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Therefore, these Hong Kong teenagers puzzled me. Their belief in ghosts 
and in the power of the cross appeared silly, naïve, and somehow from another 
age. Since we were all Catholics, I was surprised by the operant connection they 
made between a material object and invisible beings as if a protective 
mechanism exists there. How could such young, educated, and committed 
Christians have such strong feelings toward ghosts, and at the same time such 
an approach to material objects? Can we really believe that religious objects hold 
such power? How far can a Christian be still afraid of ghosts and rely “magically” 
on objects to keep them at bay? Should their relation to Christ not free them from 
these concerns?  
Fourteen years later, it is a similar set of questions that this dissertation 
aims to address. When Chinese people turn to Christianity, what difference does 
it make? How are the ways in which they perceive and connect things together 
maintained or transformed? What are the cultural continuities and discontinuities 
implied by a turn to Christianity?  
 
Dialoguing with the Anthropology of Religion and Anthropology of 
Christianity 
These questions are not new for anthropologists. Indeed, they have 
generated a rich anthropological literature that explores through various 
theoretical and methodological angles the turn to Christianity and its cultural 
implications (Cannell 2006; Hefner 1993). In this section, I briefly introduce some 
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of this literature and the ways in which it approaches the cultural continuities and 
discontinuities induced by Christianity in order not to provide an exhaustive 
review but to better situate how my dissertation intends to participate in the 
anthropology of Christianity.1 
A major part of the research on the relationship between Christianity and 
cultural change comes from studies on African Churches. Seminal investigations 
explored the relationship between Christianity and "traditional religions" in regard 
to the question of Africanization (Meyer 2004). In a context interested in the 
question of modernity, some early anthropologists insisted on the modernizing 
rupture brought by Christianity and foreign missionaries to African societies 
because Christianity was characterized, for example, as a religion of 
transcendence (Evens and Peacock 1990; Gluckman 1964; Fortes 1970). Soon 
enough, other anthropologists highlighted the continuities between traditional 
African religions and Christianity, downplaying the transformative and disruptive 
power of the new religion and pointing to the importance of other broader socio-
political changes (Horton 1971; Vail 1989; Peel 2000).  
Nonetheless, new forms of Churches in Africa and elsewhere across the 
world led the research to empirically and theoretically reconfigure itself in order to 
focus on the relationship between Africa and the wider world (Bayart 2000; 
Meyer 2004; Robbins 2004b). The growth of Pentecostal Churches and of 
                                                                
1 For further details on this literature see Meyer 2004, Robbins 2004b, Cannell 2006, and 
Robbins 2014.  
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transnational born-again movements relying on elaborated technologies to 
spread mass-scale sermons and healing sessions pushed researchers to further 
question previous assumptions that opposed modernity and tradition, and local 
and global religions (Corten and Marshall 2001; Englund and Leach 2000). 
Participating in broader discussions on globalization, the study of African 
Christians opened new avenues to elaborate a conceptual framework that allows 
a better understanding of the imbrications between the local and the global 
(Ferguson 1999; Martin 2001). For instance, Christian churches that are 
spreading throughout the continent, the diasporas, and the colonial legacy were 
revisited as forces establishing Africans as subjects of globalization (Bayart 
2000). 
A recent contribution to these conversations on continuities and 
discontinuities, but from a different geographical environment, has been made by 
Joel Robbins through his ethnographic description of the moral dilemma 
encountered by a tiny ethnic group in Papua New Guinea, the Urapmin, who 
recently converted to Christianity (Robbins 2004a). Since the 1970s, they have 
embraced a form of Pentecostalism and constantly deployed efforts in 
confessions, sin-removal rites, sermons, and so on. And yet, they remain deeply 
and painfully convinced that they are sinners. For Robbins, this manifests how 
the Urapmin live simultaneously in two cultures coexisting side by side: the 
Christian one, which brings a pervasive notion of sin, and the traditional Urapmin 
one. In the tensions between a Urapmin social life, where one has to assert 
6 
 
 
 
himself in acts of will, and the “Christian moral system” condemning desires, 
jealousies, and envy, Urapmin are doomed to perceive themselves as sinful 
(Robbins 2004a:248). In this model, Christianity is presented as a single cultural 
system of moral values in sharp discontinuity with the traditional cultural system 
of the Urapmin. In later works, though, Robbins embraced a more pluralistic view 
on Christianity but still insists on its disruptive power because “many kinds of 
Christianity stress radical change” (Robbins 2007:5).  
At the same moment, but moving in the opposite direction, Fenella 
Cannell et al. explored multiples forms of Christianity in various places to present 
how this religion is first and foremost in continuity with the cultural milieu in which 
it grows (Cannell 2006). For Cannell, since the core of Christianity lies in a 
paradoxical teaching about incarnation and redemption, it provides room for each 
society and time period to develop its own interpretations and social forms of 
Christianity. By exploring types of personhood, ideas of religious power, kinship, 
or ritual practices across various Churches, Cannell et al. illustrate how 
Christianity is marked by all forms of continuities with non-Christian cultures. 
According to Cannell, since “Christianity is a changeable phenomenon” those – 
unidentified – who see in it a “completely homogenous phenomenon” are 
mistaken (2006: 25). 
Clearly, anthropologists have developed numerous views on approaching, 
evaluating and theorizing the continuities and discontinuities that Christianity may 
bring into a cultural system (Keane 2007; Comaroff and Comaroff 1991; Brusco 
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1995). Furthermore, these debates have stimulated research on Chinese 
Christians as well (Menegon 2003; Harrison 2013; Lian 2010; Huang 2014; 
Cunfu and Tianhai 2004). In his study of Protestantism in Wenzhou, Cao Nanlai 
presents how a new type of Christianity has been growing rapidly in the region 
and beyond (Cao 2011). Responding to the widespread idea that the appeal of 
Protestantism in China is fueled by a popular opposition to the authoritarian and 
communist regime or by a disillusion toward the communist ideology, Cao shows 
instead how Wenzhou boss Christians are actively legitimizing and supporting 
the neo-liberal values inscribed within the economic model promoted by the post-
reform Chinese state. Indeed, Wenzhou Christians develop an “indigenised 
Chinese Christianity” which provides “a form of non-market morality that serves 
to effectively legitimate Wenzhou’s pre-modern household economy in the 
context of market modernity” (Cao 2013:85). Therefore, they should not be 
regarded as dissidents or antagonistic toward the state – or even with their 
broader religious milieu – but in continuity with the new socioeconomic order of 
the country.  
While unfolding some of the numerous and detailed approaches provided 
by anthropologists of Christianity who explored topics of cultural continuities and 
discontinuities, one must acknowledge how this research is correlated to another 
set of questions that shapes the debate. In the quest to evaluate change, there is 
a fundamental problem about the references one uses to theorize continuities 
and discontinuities. What is the paramount criterion that one utilizes – more or 
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less explicitly – to approach the messiness of Christianity?  Some authors 
prioritize the relation to the construction of the self as a moral subject, while 
others focus on power relation and political economy. Some authors insist on 
transcendence, while others favor social relationship (gender and kinship). How 
do we combine these different aspects of a Christian life? What is the scale that 
one should be using to measure a change and continuity? Who defines this 
scale? Which kind of criteria do we prioritize, and how do they rely on an implicit 
pre-definition of Christianity?  
This dissertation joins the conversion on the cultural continuities and 
discontinuities brought by Christianity through investigating the ways in which 
one characterizes what Christianity is about. Exploring the encounter of 
Christianity with a cultural system or social entity requires the unfolding and 
questioning of the model of Christianity we deployed to honor its unity and 
diversity. In light of the experiences of Chinese Christians who live their Christian 
commitment in a society relatively foreign to Christianity, my dissertation seeks to 
describe and reflect on the unity and diversity brought by Christianity in order to 
question how we characterize Christianity in anthropological terms. I propose to 
look at Chinese Christians not only to discuss whether their turn to Christianity is 
a cultural and social rupture, but first and foremost to inquire how they help us to 
question the ways in which one discusses and frames the Christian 
phenomenon. Rather than arguing about which category should stand as the 
‘most important’ one to explore Christianity, I am interested in considering how 
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Chinese Christians and their Churches produce categories and standards that 
enable them to position and define themselves as Christ’s disciples and make 
Christianity tangible. In brief: what is Christianity about for them? In light of their 
experience, how can we revisit and theorize an understanding of ‘Christianity’ 
that does not fall into a narrow essentialism or a contextual relativism, both of 
which fail to honor the tremendous variations and yet stable resilience of the 
Christian phenomenon?  
 
Theoretical issues and methodological approach  
To answer these questions, my dissertation returns to what my puzzling 
Hong Kong ghost experience invites, i.e. investigating how Chinese Christians 
relate to the power of material objects. I draw on a tradition in anthropology 
where the roles of objects in relation to people are carefully scrutinized to unfold 
the ways in which a cultural system works (Mauss 1954; Malinowski 1922). Yet, 
material objects are not just raw matter free from cultural construction. The 
relations people establish with them are also dynamically informed and oriented 
by their cultural milieu (Houtman and Meyer 2012). To investigate how Christians 
relate to their material belongings, and unfold from there what Christianity is 
about for them, one needs to pay attention to the tensions surrounding the 
relation to and the understanding of material entities.   
To explore these dynamic relations and the ways in which there are 
constructed, reinforced, challenged and eventually redefined, I apply Actor-
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Network Theory (ANT) as a methodological tool to investigate how material 
objects participate in the collective emergence of Chinese Christianity, and how 
their participation redefines them in return. At the foundation of ANT, there is a 
push inspired by modern science and technology studies and encouraged by 
Michel Callon, Bruno Latour and John Law (Callon 1991; Latour 1988; Law and 
Hassard 1999) to carefully describe the ways in which humans rely on material 
objects either in their everyday life or in their way of building knowledge and 
social cohesion (Sayes 2017). This pragmatic push invites the social sciences to 
question predefined ontological distinctions between humans and material 
objects that place agency on the side of humans only (Latour 2005). According to 
ANT advocates, such assumptions abusively separate the social sciences from 
natural sciences and precondition our way of understanding social phenomena. 
By revisiting the model of natural sciences, ANT argues that nothing exists 
outside of the constantly evolving relationships in which it is embedded (Latour 
2000). Things work in relation to each other, and through the possibilities brought 
by interrelations, therefore “when we speak of actor we should always add the 
large network of attachments making it act” (Latour 2005:218). Since human and 
non-human entities are deeply intertwined and interdependent, they all acting 
upon one another, each crucial in the functioning of social networks (Latour 
1988). 
At the core of ANT, also known as ‘sociology of translation’ and ‘sociology 
of association,’ there is a fundamental debate about agency and relation (Sayes 
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2014). How do things rely on each other? What does it take to make links and 
changes? ANT does not aim to simply describe a network, but to explore how 
things get bound together, sharing ‘in-formation’ to the point of putting things in 
form. Therefore, to explore social phenomena, we need to increase 1) the 
number of actors we recognize and acknowledge, and 2) the types of agency 
they deploy. Since objects have hundreds of ways of exerting an influence on 
humans and causing them to act, agency should not be essentialized outside of 
the material and relational conditions from which it emerges. In other words, an 
action does not occur along a unilineal chain of causality rooted exclusively in the 
human mind or in the needs of a social group but relies on countless 
intermediaries that form and constrain this collective action. Recognizing the 
tremendous variety of actors and ‘actants’ (natural objects striking back on 
humans) allows us to avoid essentializing ‘social forces,’ and to constantly 
question the ways in which things make each other do something (Latour 2000). 
This new empiricism pushes to trace the circulation of ‘the social’ among human 
actors and non-human actants in their ways of creating a state of affairs, the 
collective work of a social web.  
Nonetheless, ANT has generated various reinterpretations and theoretical 
hybridizations since its early theorization (Farías 2014; Krarup and Blok 2011), 
as well as passionate critiques (Bloor 1999; Shapin 1988; Turner 2015). Despite 
various research directions growing out of ANT and its increasing diversification, 
it is regularly attacked for its tendency for ontological deconstructivism where 
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nothing exists prior social construction (Elder-Vass 2015; Whittle and Spicer 
2008); or for creating a flat ontology where all members of a network share a 
rather similar agency and potentiality of being (Amsterdamska 1990); or for 
reducing material objects to their acting potentialities only (Harman 2011).  
Aware of these debates, this dissertation applies ANT as a methodological 
tool to approach Chinese Christians and reflect on their model of Christianity. 
Despite the large influence of ANT across the social sciences, its contribution to 
religious studies remains rather limited (Ingman and Lassander 2012). In this 
dissertation, I build on ANT by paying special attention to the ways in which 
Chinese Christians rely on a variety of material objects and relationships in order 
to uncover how things work together. The point is not to find out ‘why’ Chinese 
people become Christian, but ‘how’ they constantly do so.  
For example, when interviewed Christians mention that they go to church 
because of “Jesus Christ,” I do not translate this as something about belief or 
moral system, but ask them to explain further how so. How do they go to church? 
How did they find out that Jesus asks that of them? What provides Jesus with 
this potentiality? Which path has allowed Jesus to let them do that, and which 
mediations are involved? The issue behind these questions is to trace back the 
lines of causalities, and the various actors involved in them, that unfold how their 
religious commitment is made possible.  
Moreover, ANT invites us to pay a special attention to the ways in which 
actors – in our case Chinese Christians – create their own network, and how they 
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distinguish it from other forms of association. “It is always by comparison with 
other competing ties that any tie is emphasized. So for every group to be defined, 
a list of anti-groups is set up as well” (Latour 2005:32). Consequently, this 
dissertation provides extensive observations and discussions on local Chinese 
popular religion, as well as on other religious traditions, to compare and contrast 
the ways Chinese Christians create relationships and operate through them. By 
applying ANT, I aim to highlight which relations and actors are constructed and 
reinforced among Christians, but also which ones are challenged and diminished.  
While ANT allows us to explore the multiple ties that Chinese Christians 
favor, construct, reinforce, transform, and display, their materially informed ties 
also reveal that a central entity is constantly recalled, produced, and revealed at 
the core of the Christian network. Chinese Christians and their objects constantly 
refer to Jesus. To describe further this central and unifying actor, and the ways in 
which it participates in the continual creation of the network, I borrow the notion 
of the ‘face’ from the French philosopher, Emmanuel Levinas. In his philosophical 
work, highly concerned with ethics and subjectivity, one’s existence and 
knowledge are first and foremost based on the relation to the face of the other, 
and not on some kind of abstract universal being embedded in one’s self 
(Levinas 1969; Levinas 1985).  
For Levinas, the encounter with the face of the other, a face characterized 
by ultimate alterity and proximity, is the key phenomenon – epiphany – that 
reveals to one his own existence. Furthermore, the particularity and 
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concreteness of the face exceed the idea of the otherness. This gentle revelation 
of otherness in the vulnerable face of the other simultaneously brings an 
ambiguous question, “Would you kill me?” and a demand of responsibility that 
awakens the subject to his moral potency. The otherness of the face disturbs the 
self, opening a structural interval questioning the existence of the “I.” For 
Levinas, while the face emerges naked, given, defenseless, never reducible to 
an inert portrait or a discursive speech, it exceeds all descriptions, open to infinity 
and totality while remaining first and foremost a vulnerable entity supplicating in 
front of the nascent subject. Ultimately, Levinas argues that this face-to-face 
encounter gives direction and orientation to one’s subjective being-in-the-world 
because although the face does not formally speak, it still requires that one 
respond to him and make ethical judgments. His emergence is a moral order, 
ordering one’s own existence without determining in advance the choice he is 
called to make.  
In this philosophical approach, the face of the other, being both the key to 
the epiphany of the subject, but still not directly acting upon him, displays a 
paradoxical agency. While the face forbids to kill but calls for responsibility, it 
does not act through direct constraint or interference (Levinas 1985:86). The face 
is fundamentally in tension between its given passivity and what it generates. 
The face, in its absolute anteriority to action, projects a passive agency made of 
expression and potency without being a mechanical correlation (Gibbs 1992).  
15 
 
 
 
Ultimately, my dissertation borrows from these two theoretical 
developments, ANT and the notion of face, to explore the dynamic interplay 
between Christian continuities and changes, unity and diversity. ANT allows us to 
investigate how Chinese Christians build and transform their relationships to all 
kind of entities and still continue to highly rely on material mediations. Yet, ANT 
uncovers that Christians and their objects give a specific importance to one 
peculiar entity, the Christian God, which stands in continuity with their material 
and social world. The notion of the face, in return, allows us to further describe 
how the central presence of their God orients, transforms, and hierarchizes the 
ways in which relationships are redefined and adjusted within the Christian 
network. Levinas’s concept describes the radical change in agency introduced in 
the network and enlightens the converging dynamic of the responding but 
heterogeneous network. I argue that only the tension between the two theoretical 
inputs allows us to approach Christianity as a whole and understand what it 
specifically entails for those who connect to it. 
 
Being an ethnographer among Chinese Christians.  
To better situate this dissertation and the scope of my research, I must 
say a few words about myself. As I mentioned in the opening, I was for several 
years a Catholic seminarian for a French diocese. This diocese offers eighteen 
centuries of Christian heritage including major historical events (ecumenical 
councils and the pax dei movement), architectural accomplishments, and 
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intellectual figures (Christian thinkers like Blaise Pascal and Teilhard de 
Chardin). Although I received the full training to become a Catholic priest of this 
territory, I finally decided to remain a layperson and serve the Church through an 
academic involvement. Since then, my research interests have crystallized 
around the interplay of “faith” and “culture” to explore how the encounter between 
Christianity and the Chinese world can contribute to a richer understanding of 
Christianity.  
Therefore, I did a Master’s in theology at the Catholic University of Paris 
exploring how Taiwanese Catholics deal with the Chinese belief in ghosts 
(Chambon 2012). While I conducted fieldwork in Taiwan, I also engaged with 
Presbyterian and Pentecostal Churches to enlarge the scope of my experience of 
“Chinese Christianity.” Since my initial seminary training, I have been taught to 
reflect on Christianity from the perspective of its various forms (Catholic, 
Orthodox, Eastern, Protestant, and so on), the socio-political context within which 
they evolve, and their relative demographic and historical importance. Therefore, 
studying the question of ghosts brought me to engage further with other Christian 
denominations, but also with social sciences and the scholarly informed study of 
Chinese religions – either in the field or in France (Chambon 2017a).  
This dissertation is the extension of this journey, exploring through 
different angles and in various parts of the Chinese world the interplay between 
Christianity and “Chinese cultures.” Since Christianity is purportedly growing in 
mainland China, mostly through its Protestant forms, it appeared interesting to 
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me to explore further this specific portion of Chinese Christianity and see what it 
may say about the encounter between Christianity and the Chinese world. Also, 
studying Protestants in mainland China, besides being politically less sensitive, 
appeared as an opportunity to renew approaches regarding the situation of 
Catholics in the People’s Republic of China.2   
Following a dominant tradition of anthropology and that of Boston 
University, this dissertation builds on an ethnographic approach and participant 
observation in one place. Thanks to Dennis Balcombe, an American Pentecostal 
missionary, and to various contacts I had in Hong Kong and Taiwan, I was able 
to visit numerous Protestant churches across different parts of mainland China 
before selecting a site of research for this dissertation. Inscribing myself in the 
anthropological tradition of “doing fieldwork,” I looked for a relevant and safe 
place where I could spend at least a year of immersion as a participant observer. 
To do so, I had to find a Protestant network capable of welcoming me despite a 
certain number of obstacles.  
 
Christianity in China  
The situation of Christianity in China is both complex and sensitive. During 
the last five centuries, the Chinese state has shown recurrent antagonism 
                                                                
2 While I am editing this dissertation and newspapers are again reporting potential changes on 
the Vatican-Beijing relationship, I published my first article in a periodical directly related to the 
Holy See (and usually limited to Jesuit authors), La Civilta Cattolica, on Feb. 2nd, 2018, 
“Approaches of Bringing the Chinese Catholic Church up to Date” where I use insights from the 
situation of Chinese Protestants to revisit debates on Chinese Catholics.  
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against its Christian subjects (Menegon 2009). Either through imperial 
banishment after the rites controversy (17th and 18th centuries) or during the 
Boxer Rebellion (1899-1901), Chinese Christians have struggled to find their 
place in the Chinese society (Goossaert and Palmer 2011). When the Chinese 
Communist Party took control of the country, Christianity was portrayed as a 
“foreign religion” used by Western imperialism to colonize China. Like other 
religious practices, it was entirely banished from the public sphere during the 
Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) (Lee 2009). Since the early 1980s, though, it 
publicly reappeared and demonstrated a real dynamism that has attracted the 
interest of many observers and analysts (Bays 2012; Chan and Hunter 1993).  
In the 1990s-2000s, most observers emphasized the division between 
legally registered Christian communities and those refusing any collaboration 
with the Chinese Communist state (Lee 2007). Chinese Protestants were 
depicted as being either part of “House Churches” (unregistered ones) or part of 
“Three-Self Patriotic Churches” (the registered ones taking their name from the 
three requirements for autonomy that the state tries to implement upon religious 
groups) (Yang 2006; Cheng 2003; Wright and Zimmerman-Liu 2013; Homer 
2010).3 Catholics were depicted as being either part of the “underground Church” 
(the unregistered one claiming a full obedience to the Pope) or part of the 
                                                                
3 The Three-Self Patriotic Movement was initially a Protestant ideology about mission, and was 
recycled by the Chinese Communist Party in 1951 to require self-governance, self-support, and 
self-propagation from all Protestant Churches in China. 
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“patriotic Church” (the registered one officially autonomous from papal 
supervision) (Madsen 1998, 2003; Bays 2012).  
This Christian panorama fueled endless debates and analyses. Chinese 
Christians offered recurrent opportunities to various entities such as anti-
government Chinese Christians, various American media outlets, missionary 
societies, Western powers, and so on, to criticize the authoritarian Chinese state 
and point to how this regime does not meet the “modern” standards of what a 
state should be in terms of religious freedom and the rule of law (Yang 2012; 
Homer 2010; Dulk and Carpenter 2014). Unlike Christians in Turkey or India who 
attract far less attention, reports about the situation of Chinese Christians 
regularly appear in the American public sphere through books and articles that 
indicate a continuous – but ambiguous – Western interest in Chinese Christians 
(Bays 2009).  
Today, the situation has evolved and more and more observers agree that 
Chinese Christians cannot be classified through a simple binary opposition 
between registered and unregistered communities (Bays 2012; Chen and Huang 
2004). On one hand, the theological and political diversification of Chinese 
Christians precludes any typology from clearly emerging. Chinese Christian 
networks remain more complex and diverse than any classification. One the 
other hand, the religious policy of the state greatly varies from place to place and 
therefore diversifies, even more, the ways in which local communities respond 
and structure themselves (Dulk and Carpenter 2014; Goh, van der Veer, and 
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Chan 2016; Chan 2015). Analysts are left without a clear map to portray Chinese 
Christians and their complex relation to the Communist state (Vala 2017).  
Although there is no reliable data to evaluate the number of Chinese 
Christians, broad assessments consider that there are about 15 million Catholics 
and from 50-100 million Protestants in China today (Bays 2012; Yang 2012). 
What is now certain is that the number of Chinese Christians has increased since 
the 1970s. Indeed, all religious movements are vivid in China – even growing – 
and some researchers have even talked about a “religious fever” (Johnson 2017; 
Goossaert and Palmer 2011). Yet, Christian movements – like all religious 
organizations – remain a question for the Communist state (Goossaert and 
Palmer 2011). The level of control and regulation that they are facing remains 
highly variable from place to place, depending on local history, individual officials, 
and economic factors. In the rise of Xi Jinping, however, the religious policy of 
the Chinese state has become tighter. Christians are even more careful, enjoying 
less autonomy and displaying more self-censorship (Yang 2017). In this context, 
studying Chinese Christians is never light, either for the researcher or for the 
Christians who support him.  
This broader situation is not without its influence on the ways in which 
Chinese Christians are studied by social scientists. In fact, Christians in China 
are under constant risk of becoming a political means to criticize the current 
Chinese state, a growing challenger to the American Empire (Yang 2012; 
Wielander 2013; Vala 2017; Ownby 2011; Cao 2017; Ashiwa and Wank 2009). 
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The goal revolves less around exploring and studying “Chinese Christianity” per 
se than orchestrating political activism within the academic milieu. It is 
meaningful that a large proportion of the research focuses on political questions 
and on unregistered “House Churches” only (Cheng 2003; Yang 2005; Homer 
2010; Koesel 2013; Wright and Zimmerman-Liu 2013; Kang 2016). It leaves 
aside many other issues and neglects the Three-Self Patriotic Churches, 
perceived as “corrupted” by the state though still a driving force of Chinese 
Protestantism (Z. Wang 2016; Byler 2014). Anthropologists like Cao Nanlai and a 
few others have tried to move away from these pitfalls by offering new insights on 
Wenzhou Protestantism (Cao 2011; Chen and Huang 2004). It is, though, a very 
particular form of Chinese Protestantism that represents a dynamic but minor 
portion of Chinese Protestantism and relies on a specific kind of Church 
organization that is very different from Houses Churches and Three-Self Patriotic 
Churches.  
The recent academic interest in the growth of Pentecostalism has also 
encouraged researchers to enlarge the scope of their investigation and report on 
its Chinese version (Yang, Tong, and Anderson 2017). Yet, many aspects of 
Chinese Christianities remain untouched. It is unfortunate that current research 
does not explore more contemporary Christian rituals and practices when one 
knows how long and deep the Chinese Rites Controversy between the Catholic 
Church and Imperial China lasted. While a large part of this controversy relies on 
relevant anthropological issues (the notion of personhood and transcendence, 
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ritual efficacy, the distinction between secular and religious practices, etc.), it is 
primarily historians and theologians who engage with this research (Mungello 
1994; Standaert 2012). Also, historians are left alone in their study of Chinese 
Christian sectarian movements, whereas unorthodox “Christian” sects are 
spreading across China, forcing mainline Churches to readjust (Lian 2010). It 
seems that theological blindness prevents social scientists from engaging with 
the current strength of these movements and from recognizing a diversity other 
than a political or class-based one.  
It is in this academically ambiguous, religiously complex and politically 
sensitive situation that my Ph.D. research intends to study Chinese Protestants. 
Besides the theoretical questions around the characterization of Christianity and 
the interplay of material entities and agency in the growth of Chinese 
Christianizing networks, I also aim to provide ethnographic data about the Three-
Self Patriotic Church in relation to the broader Chinese Protestantism. One 
primary goal of this dissertation is to enlarge our understanding of Chinese 
Protestants. Being a French Catholic with a strong ecumenical approach who is 
interested in pastoral, liturgical and theological matters, instead of an American 
Protestant or a social scientist focusing on political, social and economic 
questions, has guided my access to the field and provided countless 
opportunities for debates and exchanges that hopefully nourish this dissertation.  
Before selecting a field site, during the summers of 2013 and 2014, I 
visited around fifty Protestant communities in various parts of China with several 
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criteria in mind. I was looking for somewhere not entirely rural nor urban. I did not 
want my research becoming too specified by its environment and the farmer’s 
son that I remain was skeptical about any kind of ontological division between 
urban and rural Churches (Huang 2014; Cao 2011). Also, it was necessary to 
select a place where Mandarin was the dominant language among local people 
(putonghua 普通话). After learning Cantonese and Mandarin, I was not capable 
of learning a new Chinese dialect. Then, it was important to me to find a large 
enough Protestant network able to reflect a certain level of complexity and 
diversity and to shed light on the broader Chinese Christianity. Finally, my last 
criteria was to find a Protestant Church able to welcome me in a safe way for 
them, and for me in the long run. Even though I found many large Protestant 
Churches willing to share their experience, many were anxious about the idea of 
having a foreign among them, joining almost all Church events during more than 
an entire year.  
 
Doing fieldwork at the Gospel Church in Nanping City 
Pastor Thomas Sun from the Gospel Church of Nanping City was the 
most confident and welcoming Christian leader I met during my preliminary 
research.4 Soon, I understood that my doctoral research would occur in Nanping 
City, a place that met all my research criteria.  
                                                                
4 Throughout this dissertation, I keep the real names of my informants whenever they are 
identifiable public figures, such as Pastor Sun. The rest of the time, I use pseudonyms to respect 
my informants’ privacy.  
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Nanping is a small city at the junction of rural inner China and the urban 
coast. The city and its surrounding district, Yanping District, comprises around 
470,000 inhabitants according to the recent official census. Almost 300,000 
inhabitants live in Nanping City itself. Unlike in most parts of Fujian, Nanping 
people speak Mandarin as their primary language, and local dialects dominate 
only the rural parts of the territory. Local Christianity, like other forms of religious 
life, is lively, diverse, and visible. Before I started my long-term fieldwork, 
Christians in Fujian Province were enjoying a fairly peaceful and favorable socio-
political situation. With the exception of painful conflicts involving underground 
Catholics in the North of the province, which includes the Nanping Prefecture, the 
provincial government displayed a more nuanced and pragmatic approach 
toward Christian Churches than some in other parts of China (Chan 2012).  
With the blessing of Pastor Sun and an official affiliation with the 
Department of Anthropology at Sun Yat-Sen University in Guangzhou, 
Guangdong Province, I moved to China from January 2015 to May 2016, 
spending most of my time in Nanping City. I remain extremely thankful for being 
able to conduct research in such a nice environment where green mountains and 
large rivers shape the landscape around the small but modern city of Nanping. 
During my recurrent visits, I lived in one of the elderly homes of the Gospel 
Church, in an apartment initially designed for the staff. This location, besides 
being comfortable, allowed me to observe and participate in a wide range of 
Church activities that this dissertation describes. During the first part of my 
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fieldwork, I tried to immerse myself as much as I could within the extended local 
network of the Gospel Church while adjusting to life in Nanping City. Since the 
Gospel Church reaches around 4,000 people across the Yanping District, it 
generates countless activities, programs, and sub-groups that kept me quite 
busy.  
When I got more familiar with the Gospel Church, I started to engage with 
other Nanping Christian networks. I soon became friends with official Catholics, 
and by the end of my stay, I even reached the underground ones who gave me 
new insights about the ambiguities of religion and politics in contemporary China. 
Besides Christians, I spent a fair amount of time to explore other religious 
practices and networks that enrich the religious life of most Nanping people. In 
view of the Chinese popular religious dynamism, this exploration was an endless 
journey. Although I always remained focused on the Gospel Church, I constantly 
enlarged the scope of my observations, engaging in more and more comparative 
approaches. This dissertation comes as an echo to these incessant dialogues 
between different religious practices of Nanping people and their multiple 
traditions.  
Through my stay in Nanping City, I learned immensely about the Chinese 
political and administrative equilibrium. After some warnings from the Nanping 
police, I learned how to engage with various state officials and communicate 
more actively about what I was doing in China. Building respect and trust 
matters! Having a research permit and being affiliated with an outstanding 
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Chinese university are never enough. Therefore, like many other foreigners 
elsewhere in China, I got repeatedly invited to drink tea with a few local Nanping 
City officials and enjoyed endless discussions about numerous topics. If they 
were interested in hearing about social issues in Hong Kong, the soft power of 
the Vatican, or the religious policy of the USA, I was able to question them on the 
Chinese religious policy, environmental problems and other issues that 
preoccupied my mind at that time. Unfortunately, but not surprisingly, the 
Nanping City Religious Affairs Bureau always refused to drink tea with me.  
Beyond Nanping City itself, engaging with the Gospel Church required 
reassembling the wide and diffuse network that characterizes the ways in which 
the Gospel Church works and belongs to Chinese Christianity. Several times, I 
had to follow Pastor Sun on some of his numerous trips outside of the Nanping 
territory. Fujian Protestant Churches are highly interconnected, and the Gospel 
Church is one of the main Protestant beacons shining upon the entire province. 
Besides the personal network of Pastor Sun that afforded me to travel 
increasingly during the second half of my stay, I also had to engage with various 
Protestant entities that directly collaborate with the Nanping City Gospel Church. 
This led me to explore Protestant Churches – including House Churches – in 
Zhejiang province, Guangdong province, Nanjing, Beijing, and Shanghai. 5  In a 
                                                                
5 Cf. my online news report on Wenzhou Churches:  http://eglasie.mepasie.org/asie-du-nord-
est/chine/2016-06-16-comprendre-ce-qui-se-cache-derriere-ab-le-modele-des-protestants-de-
wenzhou-bb ; and Christian Ecumenism in China https://www.ucanews.com/news/what-divides-
and-unifies-chinese-christians/75016  accessed on February 25, 2018.  
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follow-up visit during the summer of 2017, I also visited related Churches in the 
north of China, Heilongjiang Province.  
Finally, I must mention that because of my personal interest, during my 
fieldwork I tried to pay attention to the variety of Catholics who today evolve in 
China. Since I recurrently returned to Sun Yat-Sen University in Guangzhou and 
spent some time on campus, I took this as an opportunity to further explore 
Catholicism in Guangzhou. I was already familiar with the official diocese, but 
during my fieldwork, I increasingly engaged with the “non-official” Catholic 
networks in Guangzhou. Besides the publication I produced from these 
observations, these non-official Catholics connected me back to Nanping City, 
since many of them were from Northern Fujian (Chambon 2017b). Through them, 
I was personally introduced to the complex reality of Catholicism in Northern 
Fujian, resulting in a deeper understanding of the multiple layers of Christianity in 
Nanping City (Chan 2012). Therefore, whereas this dissertation in anthropology 
does not directly treat the socio-political aspect of Christianity in China, it does 
not ignore or dismiss it.6 Instead, this research aims to shed new light on Chinese 
Christianity and enlarge the discussion in order to not reduce the Christian 
phenomenon to a “political problem” or a “social by-product.”  
 
 
                                                                
6 Cf. my online news report on Catholic sovereignty in China where I recall theological issues: 
https://www.ucanews.com/news/the-holy-see-china-and-the-question-of-sovereignty/81581 
accessed on February 25, 2018.  
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What counts as “Christian” in Nanping City?  
Before presenting the layout of this dissertation and a summary of my 
argument, I want to briefly raise a theoretical and methodological problem of my 
research. The way I answer it sheds light on the entire dissertation and on the 
ways in which I approach the Christian phenomenon. From there, I will briefly list 
the five Christian denominations that operate in Nanping City today in order to 
better introduce the religious context of the Gospel Church.  
A researcher aiming to study Christianity in China will have to select and 
define an object of study – eventually a set of people – to recognize and identify 
as “Christian.” In this search for an object of study, the researcher may reach 
questions such as “What counts as a Christian Church?” or “What is a 
Christian?” (Robbins 2003). The point is to define and select a starting point for 
research, and the issue behind this is to justify one’s criteria to answer these 
questions.  
For example, in Nanping City there are religious networks who refer to 
Jesus and present themselves as Christian but do not rely on the Trinity. Other 
Chinese Christian sects may revere the Trinity, but worship individuals as the 
incarnation of the Holy Spirit or the female reincarnation of Jesus Christ, or 
rewrite their own “Christian” holy scriptures. How does a researcher distinguish 
among those people who are all claiming to be Christian? What are our criteria to 
select one group instead of another one? This problem may appear trivial, and 
the question of the Trinity, for example, may sound too “theological.” Still, 
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ignoring that the Trinity is approached by most Christian traditions as the core 
essence of Christianity is problematic. Christian traditions that are 
demographically important and historically resilient such as the Catholic Church 
and the Orthodox Communion, but other traditions, like the Eastern Churches, 
the Anglican Communion, federations of Reformed Churches, and many other 
Protestant denominations, also regard the Trinity as the most precious partner for 
their Christian journey. In the search for a Christian object of study, one cannot 
ignore and dismiss what these traditions and Churches tell us about Christianity 
without a thorough justification.  
To make my search for an object of study even more complex, a Chinese 
religious network like the True Jesus Church, which does not believe in the 
Trinity, is recognized by the Chinese state as a Christian Church. This clearly 
indicates an external recognition that cannot be downplayed by the researcher in 
social science. Yet, the theological expertise of the Chinese Communist 
government may not be enough to define what a “Christian” object of study could 
be for us (Autry 2013). Nonetheless, in the eyes of non-Christian Chinese 
citizens, people joining the True Jesus Church are Christian. If most mainline 
Churches do not recognize them as “Christians,” other social actors do. 
Therefore, recognizing what stands as a Christian entity within the Chinese 
landscape requires considering multiple levels at once, including political, social, 
theological and historical ones.  
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To overcome these questions without downplaying their importance, I 
propose first to not limit the scope of my research to one Church, but to consider 
the various Churches that operate in Nanping. I propose to listen to what the 
local variety of Churches may have to say about the Christian phenomenon 
without narrowing the scope of my inquiry to any single Church or tradition that 
supposedly suffices to understand Chinese Christianity (Keane 2007). Even 
though I primarily focus on the Gospel Church, which is the largest and most 
visible Church across the district, I constantly compare and contrast its mode of 
operation to the five other local Churches.  Besides enriching my understanding 
of the locally informed Christian phenomenon, this approach also fits the view of 
my informants, who are all aware of the different Churches active in Nanping and 
constantly compare and contrast them. Throughout this dissertation, we will see 
how the ways in which the Gospel Church designs it deployment of the Christian 
commitment is partially informed by the stimulating presence of four other local 
Christian alternatives.  
Second, I build on Actor-Network Theory and approach these five 
Churches as “Christianizing assemblages.” This term insists on the dynamic 
process that these networks of relationships generate across the local social 
fabric. “Christianizing” puts the emphasis on the powerful developments inscribed 
in these associations and does not implicitly recognize as “Christian” a network 
that does not refer to the Trinity or another core issue (partner) of Christianity. By 
using the term “Christianizing,” I refrain from implicit judgment and problematic 
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identification, but highlight a collective effort to refer to Jesus Christ. Moreover, 
the term “assemblage” highlights the composite nature of these Christianizing 
networks without assuming internal homogeneity. Assemblage is a term widely 
used in the ANT literature to refer to precarious wholes formed by humans and 
non-humans (Müller 2015; De Landa 2006; Farías 2014; Latour 2005). Instead of 
implying a stable and fixed ontology within a network, or essentializing and 
reifying Christianity, the term invites to investigate the variety of heterogeneous 
actors and actions that constantly maintain the Christianizing network as an 
operating whole, or as a continuous ‘agencement’ as one may say in French 
(Guattari and Deleuze 1975). In our case, a Christianizing assemblage includes 
collaborating people, material objects, and virtual entities that we will gradually 
introduce and discuss along this dissertation.   
This being said, I want to briefly present the five Christianizing 
assemblages evolving in Nanping City today – all of them registered and legally 
recognized by the state.  
 
Nanping’s five Christianizing assemblages 
The Christianizing assemblage which attracts the most numerous 
followers is the Gospel Church (fuyintang福音堂). Founded by American 
Methodist Missionaries in the late nineteenth century to early twentieth century, it 
connects around 4,000 people across the Yanping district who gather in more 
than twenty places of worship and several other properties. The Gospel Church 
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directly runs two renowned kindergartens, which is quite unusual in 
contemporary China, and has generated an elderly home that chapter three 
analyzes in detail. Most of this dissertation focuses on this Gospel Church, 
providing more information as the chapters flow.  
Another relatively large Protestant Christianizing assemblage is the 
Christian Assembly, also named the Little Flock (juhuichu 聚会处). This network 
connects around 1,000 people across the Yanping District who officially gather in 
only one place of worship. This network is extremely close to the Gospel Church 
in terms of doctrine and practice, but diverges in terms of Church ministry. The 
leadership is assumed by elders and is more egalitarian in its functioning. Also, 
the binary opposition of men/women is more visible during services because 
women cover their heads with a small black bonnet (for historical background 
see Lian 2010).  
The third Protestant Christianizing assemblage in Nanping City is the 
Adventist Church (anxirihui安息日会). This network counts around one hundred 
people in Nanping City who gather at the top of an old tower downtown. Also, a 
few dozen worshippers gather in Zhanghu Township (cf. chapter one). The 
Adventists are famous in Nanping City for their strict dietary rules and the fact 
that they worship on Saturday morning, unlike other Christianizing groups. They 
have a few distinctive rituals and doctrines that I will present in this dissertation.  
Besides these three mainline Protestant entities, Nanping City hosts a fair 
number of Catholics. The Catholic Church (tianzhujiaohui 天主教会) has been 
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present in Nanping City since the seventeenth century, before the fall of the Ming 
Dynasty (1644) (Brockey 2007; Menegon 2003). Today, local Catholics are 
sharply divided into two different networks: one official and registered parish that 
connects around 150 people in Nanping City and a few dozen in Zhanghu 
Township, and one unofficial (underground) Catholic community that connects 
around 400 people in Nanping City under the supervision of a different priest. 
Besides this internal division, they both apply the same universal organization 
and practice of the Catholic Church, with the exception of (in both cases) having 
a bishop due to the endless conflicts in Fuzhou and Mindong, and between the 
Holy See and the Chinese government (Chan 2012).  
The last Christianizing assemblage in Nanping City is the True Jesus 
Church (zhenyesu jiaohui 真耶稣教会). This network attracts around 500 people 
and owns a large building in a suburb of Nanping City where worshippers gather 
for worship on Saturday. Besides specific key rituals, such as washing feet, and 
a strong Pentecostal appearance, these churchgoers do not believe in the Trinity 
but refer to Jesus as the visible appearance of the only person of God (Inouye 
2011). Like the Adventist and the Little Flock Churches, the True Jesus Church 
has been present in Nanping City since World War II when many Fuzhou people 
fled to Nanping City, an inland city which was safer at that time.  
Besides these five visible Christianizing assemblages, local Christians talk 
about the proselyte presence of Christian sectarian movements such as the 
Shouters (huhanpai 呼喊派 ) and the Disciples’ Society (mentuhui 門徒會) (Lian 
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2010:216-227). Most of these groups, besides being theologically problematic 
and relying on their own version of the Christian bible7, are classified by the state 
as evil cults (xiejiao 邪教) and therefore, actively eradicated. Thus, being a 
foreign researcher, I never tried to search for them or to have any kind of contact. 
Nonetheless, based on my own understanding of the Nanping religious 
equilibrium, I doubt that they have much influence upon the local society, unlike 
other Christian sectarian movements like the Church of Almighty God 
(quannengshen jiaohui全能神教会) has in other parts of China (Dunn 2015).  
Finally, during my fieldwork and my return visits, I never heard about any 
Protestant House Churches (unregistered Churches). In the fairly relaxed socio-
political atmosphere of Nanping City, local people introduced me to many things 
and religious networks. I even gained access to one of the most sensitive 
“underground” religious group, the unregistered Catholics. Yet, there are no signs 
of House Churches in Nanping City. This does not mean there are no local 
House Churches at all, but I believe that if they exist, they are extremely limited. 
 
 
                                                                
7 In this dissertation, I do not capitalize the term bible as is commonly done in English. Instead, I 
follow the French practice that I consider closer to the Catholic and Orthodox Traditions. In this 
approach, Christian scriptural norms are provided by the diversity of the Holy Scriptures. In the 
heart of this heterogeneous library, there is another set of normative texts, the four gospels. The 
point is that there is never a singular and stable holy text, as it may be the case in other religious 
traditions. The Christian scriptures remain a plurality of texts produced and selected by the 
Church to reflect the unicity of Christ, the historical Jesus of Nazareth, true God and true man. 
Human testimonies referring to Him, even when they are ‘inspired’, are only partial and therefore 
plural. By not capitalizing the term bible, I try to indicate this theological concern to acknowledge 
the diversity of the Holy Scriptures and the singularity of Christ. Only Christ is unique.  
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Chapters and arguments summary  
With the presentation of the local religious landscape completed and my 
own positioning clarified, I conclude by presenting the layout of this dissertation 
and summarizing my main arguments. This dissertation discusses the ways in 
which Nanping Protestants from the Gospel Church, in relation to various non-
human entities, generate their Christianizing networks.  
The first chapter presents Christian buildings of the Nanping District. 
These prominent material objects of Nanping Christianizing assemblages provide 
us a departure point to introduce the place and the ways in which Christianity 
asserts itself. Through the exploration of all churches in the district, their 
locations, shapes, and material components, but also through the web of 
relationships that are inscribed there, including history and local weather, I 
discuss how these buildings participate in the tangible and somehow stable 
display of Christianity in Nanping. By disturbing the Chinese fengshui, resisting 
typhoons, and not joining traditional Chinese patterns of spiritual protection, 
Christian buildings deploy what Bruno Reinhardt calls the immanent critique of 
Christianity, which is neither an immaterial belief or a material religion (Reinhardt 
2016:77). Thus, I argue that these buildings should be considered not as a mere 
passive tool, but as a specific kind of actor – that I define as an agent – 
dynamically involved in the Nanping Christianizing assemblages and influencing 
far beyond Christian circles per se. Although they are not acting as humans do, 
their presence transforms the visual landscape and marks the co-presence of the 
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Christian God; their size and shape interfere with the local understanding of 
fengshui; their location links local Christianity to broader political forces, historical 
heritage, and Chinese religious mapping. Clearly, Christian churches – because 
of their relationships to all these heterogeneous entities – participate in the 
creation of the Christianizing assemblages.  
The second chapter invites the reader to enter inside these buildings to 
carefully study what Nanping Christians do there. Worship services are indeed 
the only moment when a Christianizing assemblage appears as a distinct group 
and collective body. I focus on two key services of the Gospel Church – the 
weekly Sunday service and the annual Thanksgiving service – and I explore how 
people, place, furniture, and offerings relate to each other during these particular 
moments. Once again, I compare Protestant religious practices to the local ways 
of worshiping in temples in order to highlight some significant differences. 
Ultimately, I show how the entire Christian performance is centered around a 
unique focal point, an entity toward which all objects and worshippers turn and 
speak. I argue that the understanding of Nanping Christian worship requires us to 
acknowledge the peculiar presence of this center and the specific role it plays in 
the overall process. Emmanuel Levinas’s notion of face allows us to label the 
peculiar agency that this center diffuses within the network of relationships 
displayed throughout Nanping Christian worship events, and beyond. By doing 
this, I argue that Christianity is ultimately about the recognition of peculiar and 
generative relationships to Christ.  
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The third chapter follows Chinese Christians when they go out of their 
churches and interact with the broader Nanping society. To overcome the vast 
variety of their interactions, I focus on one of the most long-standing, prominent, 
costly, and common actions of the Gospel Church – the Church-run elderly 
home. I retrace the history of this project, its actual modes of operating, the 
personal and financial involvement of Nanping Christians, its political and ethical 
repercussions, and its most recent evolutions. Through this ethnographic account 
of a Protestant elderly home, I show that Nanping Christians operate under the 
umbrella of two specific entities, distinct but paired, that channel their entire 
action: the Church and the pastoral clergy. I argue that Nanping Christians do not 
simply create a moral community, but a semi-transcendent being standing 
beyond their own Gospel Church network, and function under the specific 
leadership of their pastors. Nanping Christians are not only engaged in 
interpersonal relationships with the broader society to resolve their filial and 
ethical dilemma, but to negotiate under the twin sponsorship of the Church and 
their pastors the ways in which they should interact with others, including the 
authoritarian Chinese state and the growing number of elderly people. 
Understanding how things work and relate to each other for Nanping Christians 
requires us to recognize this twin sponsorship and the critical distinction that it 
generates among them, between lay Christians and pastors. 
Finally, the last chapter of my dissertation investigates two specific and 
crucial rules of the Gospel Church, both related to material objects. Nanping 
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Christians refuse to eat any kind of blood or burn offerings to invisible spirits as 
non-Christians do. Both are Chinese Protestant taboos. Through an in-depth 
analysis of these two rules and an exploration of the Chinese material ideology, I 
show that the relationship between Christianizing assemblages and non-
Christians is at stake. However, I argue that these rules are not set up to divide 
Christianizing assemblages or to separate them from their broader society, but to 
point out in an engaging way the peculiar presence of their God. Ultimately, 
these taboos that I call critical lines of distinction do not aim to create social 
boundaries between different religious groups, but to reveal in an audible 
language the Christian face to all Nanping residents. In short, they are not about 
rupture, but about revelation and continuities, unity and diversity.  
This dissertation ends with a brief conclusion that uses an arboreal 
metaphor to illustrate my findings and show how Nanping Christianizing 
assemblages work as a whole. I present the particularities of a local tree, the 
banyan tree, to illustrate how Christian networks are distinct – in their functioning 
and their structures – from other networks. Christians and their material objects 
synthesize a particular set of relationships around a specific center and 
supported by a distinctive twin sponsorship. Like the banyan tree that grows 
multiple trunks while remaining oriented toward its initial one, different types of 
pastoral clergy support the growth of Christianizing assemblages while 
converging toward the Christian face. The growth of Christianity in Nanping 
occurs through the continuous assemblage (‘agencement’) of multiple entities, 
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the production of specific connections, and the creation of new distinctions that 
we must investigate all together. Recognizing the multiple issues, their interplay 
and hierarchy, and also the variety of actors and agency at work, is crucial to 
elucidate “how things work” within Nanping Christianizing assemblages.  
 
 
FIGURE 1: NANPING CITY 
 
FIGURE 2: ALONG THE MIN RIVER IN NANPING  
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CHAPTER 1: BUILDING CHURCHES ON CHINESE SOIL 
 
“What would remain of a religious ideology - the Judaeo-Christian one, say- 
 if it were not based on places and their names:  
church, confessional, altar, sanctuary, tabernacle?  
What would remain of the Church if there were no churches?  
The Christian ideology, carrier of a recognizable if disregarded Judaism  
(God the Father, etc.),  
has created the spaces which guarantee that it endures.” 
 (Lefebvre 1991:44) 
 
 
 
This first chapter aims to achieve three related goals. First, it provides a 
broad but substantial introduction to the Christian networks that are operating in 
Nanping today. Second, it lays out the religious, historical and economic 
background within which Nanping Christians evolve. Finally, it argues that the 
spread of Christianity across this territory is not orchestrated by Christians alone, 
but also through a unique and active collaboration with Christian buildings that 
act in their own right via a type of agency that this chapter aims to unfold. 
To reach these goals, I take Nanping Christians at large, including their 
objects and their environment, to provide an overview of the place where this 
study is located. Through what may appear as a tour across northern Fujian, I 
present the villages, the city, the historical sites, the different spaces and the new 
constructions where the Christian actions explored in this dissertation take place.  
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However, presenting space is never impartial and objective. In his book, 
The Production of Space, the French philosopher and sociologist Henri Lefebvre 
argues that space cannot be treated simply as an inert and neutral container for 
people, events and social institutions (Lefebvre 1991; Yang 2004). For Lefebvre, 
as for many sociologists and anthropologists taking after Durkheim and Mauss, 
space is approached as an ongoing social production of spatial structures and 
conceptions, but also as bodily incorporations of space affecting social relations. 
Social agents, whether individuals, groups or broader institutions must be indeed 
understood in relation to their positioning in space and their strategies. Therefore, 
this chapter, in addition to the next one, pays particular attention to the spatial 
reality of Christianizing assemblages in Nanping by exploring the dynamic 
structures and relations they produce.  
This tackles the methodological issues surrounding the study of 
Christianity. Where shall we start? What constitutes our object of study? How far 
can we separate this object from its web of relationships? Building on Lefebvre’s 
warnings and on Actor-Network Theory, this chapter aims to lay the 
methodological foundation of this dissertation: Nanping Christians are studied 
through the chains of relationships and influences in which they evolve, including 
the non-human entities inscribed in these relationships and the space they 
collectively produce. Material objects and virtual entities that compose their 
Christianizing assemblages will receive a great deal of our attention. Then, 
instead of focusing directly on Christians alone, this first chapter takes their 
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biggest, most expensive, visible and collective objects as a starting point: 
Christian buildings. I approach these objects through the copious and messy 
relations in which they are inscribed, in relation to what Christians and their 
neighbors say about them.  
Indeed, the relationships to buildings tell us much about the ways in which 
a social assemblage perceives and constructs itself and the ways it relies on its 
neighbors, but also how these neighbors allow Christians to become visible and 
better established. I suggest viewing Christian buildings as the keystones where 
past and present, abstract belief and concrete constraints, Christian and non-
Christian interests, and foreign and local influences intersect and merge. With 
this approach, Nanping Christian buildings emerge with all kinds of things, all 
together in a web of associations that we first must recognize and distinguish 
before performing any evaluation of their relevance. The careful observation of 
Christian buildings and their significance will provide the first key to trace how 
Christianizing assemblages emerged throughout the Yanping District. Ultimately, 
this first chapter sets a methodological approach where discursive strategies 
among Chinese Christians are not the only tool of investigation. By highlighting 
what buildings do, I purposefully pay attention to the variety of actors involved in 
the Nanping Christianizing assemblages without reducing agency to human 
actors alone.  
This approach generates theoretical consequences that constitute the 
third goal of this first chapter. Through the study of Christian buildings across the 
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Yanping District, I investigate how they are related to a wide range of entities, 
material and virtual, constantly produced by a variety of factors and actors, but 
also producing all kinds of effects, disturbances, changes, attraction and 
repulsion. Buildings participate in a broader agenda where the power of the 
Chinese fengshui, the danger of wandering spirits, the ambiguous presence of 
the ancestors, and the regulation by the government and the weight of history 
come into question.  
This suggests that Nanping Christianizing assemblages are indeed 
engaged in a wider renegotiation of what holds agency and who counts as an 
actor. In his study of Calvinist Christians in Sumba, an island in Indonesia, Webb 
Keane brought a similar argument where Protestantism is ultimately presented 
as the transformation of the whole “semiotic ideology” (Keane 2007). In a similar 
vein, Nanping Christian buildings illustrate how the Christianization of China 
relates to and challenges all the elements that constitute contemporary Chinese 
cosmology and social life. A global redefinition of their “power” is in process.  
In Nanping, we see that objects themselves play an active role in this 
ongoing negotiation about agency. As Jon Bialecki has argued, for Webb Keane 
“objects are effectively passive entities that are colored by the action of human 
subjects rather than being ontologically coequal actors - or as Latour would say, 
actants, with their own autonomy and resistances” (Bialecki 2014:37). In this 
chapter, I argue that buildings take an active role in the make-up of Nanping 
Christianizing assemblages, and that they should be recognized as a 
44 
 
 
 
Christianizing agent. Christian churches are more than inert and functional 
objects providing a place to gather and worship, and more than neutral mediators 
transporting a message designed by Christians alone. Instead, they translate and 
project the “Good News,” i.e. the presence of Christ, Son of the Father, far 
beyond the Christian community itself. Technically, to follow a distinction 
proposed by Michel Callon, they are not mere mediators, but inter-mediators 
inserting some level of agency in the relationships built among what constitutes 
the reality of Nanping (Callon 1991).  Even though they do not act as humans do, 
they reach a range of actions that human actors cannot perform on their own. 
When they interfere with the local fengshui, transform the visual setting of a 
place, demonstrate the politico-legal status of Christianity in China, and stand on 
a historical site, they interact within the production of space and its Christianizing 
process.  
To describe this particular kind of non-human actor or inter-mediator of the 
Christianization of the Chinese space, I propose using the term “agent,” 
something in-between that operates with some level of transformation (as real 
estate agents do). Recognizing the diversity of actors and agency requires 
naming different examples and subcategories. Then, buildings illustrate how 
some actors are not actors as humans are, but more as what I call “agents,” 
effective intermediaries that induce new connections and therefore transform the 
ways in which entities relate to one another.   
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Buildings may not be the only agents who participate in Nanping 
Christianizing assemblages though. Bibles, pianos, crosses, and other objects 
also deserve further inquiry. However, Christian buildings already capture and 
reveal the messiness of causalities and the wide range of agency that all 
together nourish the growth of Christianizing assemblages in Nanping today. 
Ultimately, these Christian buildings – agents of Christianization – suggest that 
the Christianizing process is not something limited to human agency, discursive 
strategies or mental processes. The Christianizing process stands beyond 
Christians per se – while still relating to them and relying on them. Thus, it should 
not be considered as a mere product of the human mind alone, but as an inter-
relationship enfolding a wide range of agency and agents.  
In terms of layout, this chapter starts by introducing Nanping City and its 
surrounding territories. Then, I travel across the entire district to pass by nearly 
every church and highlight how each construction is an active statement. I begin 
with Zhanghu Township to reveal the local significance of the churches’ 
locations. Then, I successively enlarge the scope of my study to introduce every 
part of the district. This uncovers an invisible map where past and present 
appear, and where dense nets of relationships allow each building to act. Finally, 
I focus on the typical church architecture, an untold model of church that 
Christians in Nanping use to build their places of worship. By contrasting this 
architecture with surrounding buildings, religious and non-religious, I demonstrate 
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how non-Christian actors must be taken into consideration when exploring the 
production of Chinese Christianity. 
 
Nanping Territories  
The site of our research is Nanping City. With only some 300,000 
inhabitants, many Chinese people may consider this place as small and 
insignificant. Nevertheless, no matter how minor its political or economic 
influences, Nanping City still remains a key city of the Fujian Province.  
The province is a rich southern territory of China, officially divided into nine 
prefectures. Nanping City is the head of one of these prefectures. Moreover, 
Fujian is also divided into four geographical areas (minbei 闽北, minnan 闽南, 
mindong 闽南 and minxi 闽西), all named after the Min River (闽江). This river 
begins in Nanping City itself where two major brooks join, and then flows 
southeast until Fuzhou, the provincial capital on the coast across from northern 
Taiwan.  
The name of the river represents a short name for Fujian and therefore 
appears on all provincial license plates. It is also, for example, used to name the 
language of southern Fujianese, the Minnan language (minnanhua 闽南话), the 
cuisine of Fujian (mincai 闽菜), and a style of opera from northern Fujian (minju
闽剧). In the eyes of my Nanping informants, as of many Fujianese people, the 
Min River is symbolically important to define the Fujianese identity and the ways 
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in which the local reality is shaped. Hence, Nanping City, by being at the 
birthplace of the Min river, is not an unimportant place.  
Since the end of the 1980s, Nanping City has hosted the administration of 
the northern prefecture of the province – the Nanping Prefecture (also called the 
Jianyang Prefecture). This prefecture, which covers 21% of the Fujian territory, 
includes 10 administrative sub-units (three cities, five counties and two districts) 
for a total estimated population of around 2.62 million inhabitants in 2014.8  
The landscape around Nanping City, like the entire prefecture, is heavily 
marked by lush green mountains. Bamboo, tea terraces, and pine trees flourish 
all around. Shaped by mountains and rivers, the Nanping Prefecture remains 
mostly rural, oriented toward agriculture and the production of bamboo, pork, tea, 
and wood. Nanping Prefecture stands as one of the greenest territories of 
China.9 Beyond agriculture per se, small factories exist across the prefecture, 
and the Wuyi Mountain area is known for tourism. In this context, the Nanping 
City area appears as quite distinct as an industrial and developed city. For 
instance, the city is the home of Nanping Nanfu battery company, one of the 
major Chinese producers of alkaline batteries, and Nanping Taiyang Cable 
company, an important producer of wires and cable. The city also possesses a 
museum, a theater, quality hotels and some western cafes.   
                                                                
8 Cf. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/m/fujian/2013-08/30/content_16946237.htm accessed on 
September 25, 2017.  
9 Cf. http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/m/fujian/2016-01/08/content_22998610.htm accessed on 
September 25, 2017.  
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Since Nanping is located between different territories, and at the nexus 
between highlands and coastal life, its name refers to different spaces. At the 
local level, people from Nanping City use this name to refer to their own city only, 
and they consider themselves to reside at the junction between maritime Fuzhou 
and inner China. However, from Fuzhou, the name Nanping refers to the entire 
northern prefecture (Minbei), as well as to the city itself. My study does not 
explore the entire prefecture, but only the administrative unit around Nanping 
City: the Yanping District (延平区). This district covers almost 120 kilometers of 
land along the Min River, and includes thirteen towns and two townships, with 
Nanping City at the center. According to the government, the district counts 
around 469,000 inhabitants, a large portion of whom are located within the urban 
area of Nanping City, which today spreads from Xijin (西芹) to Xiadoa (夏道).  
To explore how Christianization occurs across this district, I traveled 
upriver from the lowest point of the Yanping district, the Zhanghu area, to the 
highest point of the district, the Baozhu mountain area. Until recently, most 
visitors would have come by river from Fuzhou, the cosmopolitan trading port. 
Their first step into Nanping territory was Zhanghu Township. Then they would 
have come to Nanping City and continued toward Baozhu. The Min River was 
and remains the natural channel of traffic through the massive mountains of 
higher Fujian, and the first step into inner China.  
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FIGURE 3: MAP OF YANPING DISTRICT 
 
The Zhanghu Township  
One arriving by boat or by car in Zhanghu (樟湖) might quickly notice the 
uniformity of cubic houses and streets, all built from cement and red bricks. 
Despite the beautiful mountains and environment, Zhanghu, with its flat three-
floor buildings, lacking ornamentation and uniformly gray, and its straight and 
homogeneous streets, has nothing very visually appealing to offer. Unlike nearby 
villages where we can still see large old Chinese clan residences with a 
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succession of yards and panorama of curved roofs, Zhanghu has no ancient 
buildings at all.  
This indicates a major break in the recent past. In the late 1980s, the 
construction of a new water reservoir for the production of electricity forced the 
relocation of Zhanghu Township and its surrounding hamlets, which were at that 
time much lower in the valley. Before the water rose, the entire community had to 
resettle to higher land. Only a few old factories, today abandoned but initially 
overlooking the township, survive. From 1989 to 1991, the tops of some nearby 
hills were flattened to accommodate the new township. The administration 
organized the transition, allocating pieces of land and meager financial 
compensation to each household.  
Zhanghu’s pastor, who was then in charge of the reconstruction of the 
church, explains that the initial project planned to relocate the church along the 
main street, next to the school, but soon enough political concerns were raised 
and a new location for the church was necessary. At first, officials suggested a 
piece of land next to a temple at the border of the new township and next to the 
river. This solution, pushing the church next to a pagan temple and outside of 
town, revolted local Protestants though. After negotiation, a new solution 
emerged: a plot at the edge of one flattened hill in the middle of the new 
township, but more exposed to the wind. Private families were not interested in 
this spot for fear of damage to their houses during typhoons, since in this 
southern region of China, typhoons are quite frequent. Then, the government 
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allocated 5,000 RMB for the reconstruction of the church, which was 
supplemented with 5,000 RMB collected by local Christians.10  
Today, this church – named the Gospel church – is still in the middle of 
the village, surrounded by houses, and at the edge of one of the township’s 
plateaus. The building is a long rectangle oriented along the Min axis, built with 
cement and bricks like almost all of the buildings in Zhanghu, and crowned by a 
small cross. The church was partially reshaped at the end of the 1990s to divide 
the building between Protestant and Adventist communities. By adding a wall in 
the middle of the long building, and a new entrance at the other side, two 
rectangular rooms were created to accommodate each congregation. Nowadays, 
a few people gather on Saturday morning for Adventist worship in the eastern 
part of the building. On Sundays, around one hundred Protestants worship in the 
other part. In late 2016, the Adventists repainted the outside of their side of the 
building light green. On their side, Protestants renewed the floor, the windows 
and the chancel area but did not change the yellowish color of the external walls. 
From the perspective of a person passing by, it is now obvious that the building 
hosts two different Christian entities.  
 But there is also a third church in Zhanghu. It is a Catholic one, at the 
southern border of the township, on a slope and surrounded by six ancestral 
halls. This Catholic church, very similar in shape, color and proportion to the 
                                                                
10 This grant from the government was compensation for the destruction of the old church. Each 
owner of a building in the old Zhanghu was entitled to financial restitution. 
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Protestant church, is almost abandoned today. According to the Catholic priest in 
charge of the Yanping District, there are only a few masses held there each year. 
Most Catholics have followed the heavy rural exodus of the local population and 
moved to larger urban areas. Many remaining ones have joined the Disciple’s 
Society (mentuhui 門徒會), a Chinese indigenous Christian cult.  
While Zhanghu counts three Christian churches for only a few thousand 
inhabitants, there are at least thirteen ancestral halls (citang 祠堂) and eight 
temples (only one specifically Buddhist) in the immediate vicinity of the township. 
All of these halls and temples are built in a similar pattern. They surround the 
township and use expensive sandalwood and stone as primary construction 
materials. These buildings are typically in very good shape, making a striking 
contrast to the churches. Zhanghu is especially famous for its King Snake 
Temple (shewang miao 蛇王庙), which attracts large crowds during festivals of 
the seventh lunar month when evil and ghostly spirits are said to be wandering 
around and prone to bring sickness and disaster.  
The vitality of local ancestral halls and temples in northern Fujian has long 
attracted the interest of social scientists (Martin and Wolf 1974; Freedman 1966; 
Dean 1993). In a recent study, China: A Religious State, Lagerwey (2010) 
depicts an imaginary village that characterized the living conditions of 90 percent 
of the Chinese population until recently. Based on his ethnographic data from 
northern Fujian, he maps five hamlets (based on five family names) and at least 
eleven locations for ancestral halls, temples and worship places. The unit is 
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indeed an entire valley, surrounded by mountains and hills, where two streams 
join in the middle. While Lagerwey’s interest is on territorial implantation of 
lineages in northern Fujian to show how occupation of space is the product of 
history, he also indicates that Chinese temples and traditional sites of worship 
are carefully positioned according to their functions and Chinese geomancy, and 
most of them are therefore outside living areas, or at least far enough from 
houses (2010:166). Similarly, my ethnographic data reveal that most gods and 
ancestors of Zhanghu area do not dwell among humans (see also Lin 2015:29).  
 
FIGURE 4: MAPPING OF RELIGIOUS BUILDINGS ACROSS THE ZHANGHU AREA 
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By contrast, the churches of Zhanghu, as in most townships of Yanping 
District, are ideally inside the village itself. Two out of the three churches were 
intentionally built in the center.11 No matter whether this reflects an influence of 
early western missionaries’ projects, or of new notions of space within modern 
China, the situation of Zhanghu demonstrates that local Christians from the late 
1980s were concerned about the proper localization of their church. For them, 
the countryside is where tombs are; it is the place for the dead and spirits. Only 
the church of a vanishing network, the Catholic one, ended up at the external 
border of the village among ancestral halls, and is now falling apart. By contrast, 
Protestants and Adventists were able to negotiate a satisfactory site. Today, they 
are even proud to emphasize how this location has turned to their advantage. 
According to them, this exposed plot reveals the power of the Christian God who 
is able to protect his house against typhoons and other natural elements, major 
concerns for local farmers. As local Christians appreciate repeating, “God is the 
real power, the only God able to do something.” For them, the strength of the 
building points to the action of God, another central element in this story. 
Yet, this localization of their church also speaks about the political 
situation of local Christians and their relationship to the state. Since a church was 
already present in the old township, Protestants, unlike Catholics, were legally 
                                                                
11 This effort to build Christian churches inside living areas is not exclusively modern and 
Protestant. We find records of the same strategy applied by Jesuit missionaries in Nanping City 
back in 1657 stating that the new church at the center of Yenping was located “in such a manner 
that when the main door is opened in the daytime, it is known to all people, Christians and 
heathens alike, without any risk of our being exposed inside the house.”(Brockey 2002: 119).  
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entitled to claim a piece of land within the new township to rebuild their church. 
This right did not define the exact location of the new building, however, and 
Protestants had to negotiate it with the local authorities in order to assert their 
own religious concerns. Therefore, the current location of the church testifies 
about this politico-legal status of the Christianizing assemblage and about their 
Christianizing agenda.  
However, Lagerwey points out that “mapping of all the sites of worship in a 
valley often leads to the realization that the valley’s villages lie behind an invisible 
Maginot line formed by the gods” (2010:167). According to him, this invisible line 
formed by the gods is oriented against demons and ghosts, embodiments of 
negatives forces coming from the outside the village. Hence, by building inside 
the village, Christians appear as if they are not joining the “united front” against 
ambiguous spirits, or at least they are claiming the right to use a different 
strategy to deal with them. The god Jesus may not be very concerned about 
demonic forces, or incapable of dealing with them. The god Jesus may not be 
one more god among many. Nevertheless, this highlights the fact that the way 
that churches are locally positioned reflects religious alternatives and social 
transformations that go far beyond Christian circles themselves. In the Chinese 
religious landscape, Christian churches are not simply one more religious 
building. Instead, their location suggests an alternative way to rely on ghosts, 
gods and ancestors that calls for further exploration.  
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This first step into Nanping territory through the exploration of a township 
offers us a primary sense of how Christian buildings participate, at a rather low 
rural scale, in the construction of space and the Christianizing process in 
Yanping District. Their location in Zhanghu indeed has a potential for agency; 
they testify to an alternative religious project distinct from what the Chinese 
popular religion advocates. They also demonstrate a politico-legal status distinct 
from the one of the Chinese popular religion. 
Before moving upward along the Min River in order to further discover the 
ways in which Christian churches are intertwined within the local territory and the 
various entities that shape this space, we need to mention a few other 
Christianizing sites in the broader Zhanghu area. In the following section, I 
present the richness of the Christianizing elements across this particular part of 
the Yanping District. More importantly, this allows us to highlight the evolving 
nature of these buildings in relation to the rapidly changing Chinese environment. 
I argue that the web of relations surrounding Christian buildings is not simply 
static and from the past, but is also a dynamic ongoing process. Finally, 
presenting further the variety of sites and buildings of the Zhanghu area will allow 
us to uncover, by the end of this first chapter, a broader mapping of the district 
that speaks about the Christianizing process of the Yanping District.  
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The Christianizing presence around the Zhanghu area  
A major site that one must note is the Prayer Hill (daogaoshan 祷告山), a 
small mountain covered in small trees and wild grass next to the Min River 
located two kilometers southeast from the township. Today, congregants from 
the main Christianizing assemblage of Nanping, the Gospel Church, and from 
other networks in Fuzhou, gather at the top of the hill at least three times a year 
for a Pentecostal style service. Usually from six to eight hundred Christians come 
together, and as they love to emphasize, it never rains during such a prayer 
assembly! 
Pastor Sun, the head pastor of the Gospel Church who converted to 
Protestantism when he was eighteen years old, claims that this pilgrimage 
tradition refers to the visit of a famous Chinese Pentecostal missionary, John 
Sung (宋尚节) during the early 1930s (Lian 2010:146). According to local 
memory, during his first visit, Sung came and prophesied on the rock at the top of 
the Prayer Hill.12 One year later when Christians came back, the rock had shifted, 
which was immediately interpreted as a sign of God. This rock, damaged during 
the Cultural Revolution (1966-76) and then used for construction material during 
the 1980s, no longer exists. Also, it is worth noting that other Christianizing 
assemblages, mostly related to the Little Flock tradition (Lian 2010:170) and 
usually from northern Fujian, also have their own pilgrimages there.  
                                                                
12 Daryl Ireland, an expert on John Sung working at Boston University, confirms that Sung first 
heard about the prayer rock on October 23, 1929, based on an account in his journal (Sung 
2012:63–4). Sung visited the Prayer Hill again in 1937, but only briefly (Sung 2012:290–2). 
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Yet, earlier testimony about this pilgrimage site exists. In her book, Nathan 
Sites: An Epic Of The East, Sarah Moore Sites, the wife of the first foreign 
Methodist missionary who reached Nanping in the late 1860s, explains how there 
is right upon Zhanghu a Prayer Rock:  
“When Mr. Sites visited this town, a year or two after his first entrance into 
the district, one man, of good family, believed the Message. He became a 
preacher. For years, while pastor of the Church which grew up there, he 
would go every morning, in rain or cold or heat, to pray on this hill-top at 
sunrise for the spread of the gospel light through all these valleys. He 
grew old, but still trudged daily to his place of intercession. When he died 
they found his knees calloused with kneeling on the rock. His prayer is 
being answered; now on New Year's morning the Christians of the town 
meet at sunrise by the rock, where the old man used to pray, for a service 
of praise” (Sites 1912:78). 
During my field work, I was able to confirm that Christian prayer hills are 
indeed numerous in China but remain entirely out of the scope of the academic 
research on Christianity in China. I collected data from different parts of Zhejiang, 
and many of them refer to a material element (such as a rock or a snake) that 
revealed the importance of the site before it became a place of worship. This 
suggests that for Chinese Protestants, the revelation of the presence of God 
eventually occurs through the power of material entities. 
This Prayer Hill is also exceptional in Yanping District as the unique site of 
the preserved tomb of an early female American missionary. It sustained damage 
during the Cultural Revolution, but a few years ago local Christians were able to 
put together the original tombstone and rebuild the grave. The original inscription 
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refers to a “Female Missionary of the Methodist Church.”13 It is situated on the 
slope of the hill facing Nanping City, unlike the other numerous tombs covering 
the entire hill, which all face the river. These last few years, Christians gathering 
there built stairs and a path to access the hill’s summit and to clear this area.  
Beyond this Prayer Hill, there are a few other churches in this area that 
need acknowledgement. All five of them are on the other side of the Min River, 
on the northern bank. Just in front of Zhanghu Township, there is Xikou village 
(溪口) where the Wubu brook flows into the Min River. This village was created in 
the early 1990s, when Zhanghu and its six hamlets needed to be relocated. It 
shares the same architectural style as the contemporary Zhanghu Township. 
Christians from this village used to join Protestant services at Zhanghu’s church, 
but with the construction of the reservoir, the distance between the two banks 
and the cost of repeatedly crossing the river by boat motivated local Protestants 
to build their own church in 1995. This rectangular church made of concrete is 
almost inside the village, and unlike the houses of the village, is oriented along 
the Min axis. Its golden and pointed tower is visible from the entire valley, 
immediately obvious to the eyes of every passerby. As in Zhanghu, the outskirts 
of the village host numerous temples and ancestral halls, including an important 
temple for the powerful gatekeeper of hell, Taishan (泰山). This building is named 
taishan fu (泰山府) where fu (府) means seat of government and suggests an 
                                                                
13 It might be worth noting that in Zhejiang, most of the pre-Communist foreign missionaries’ 
tombs that are preserved are those of female missionaries. 
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important site. Despite the remote aspect of this village, accessible only by boat 
until recently, Pastor Sun has invested heavily there over the past decade to 
build a Training Center (peixun zhongxin 培训中心), which includes a high-tech 
multifunction hall, dormitories and canteen able to accommodate groups of two 
hundred people for all sorts of camps. 
Along the Wubu brook valley, in the north of Xikou, there are four 
churches that I want to quickly acknowledge without analyzing them in full detail. 
These churches of Xiangshan (香山), Wubu (武步), Jukou (巨口) and Jiulong (九
龙) share similar patterns with other buildings across the Yanping District that I 
present later. These four churches are small, at the edge of small hamlets and 
villages, and were all rebuilt in the 1990s. In each building, ten to fifteen people 
gather for the Sunday service. In Xiangshan, a very small and depopulated 
hamlet entirely rebuilt on the bank of the Min River in the early 1990s, there are 
two churches, one Protestant and one Adventist. It is worth noting that 
throughout the political and economic reforms of China in the 1980s, this lower 
part of the Yanping District saw most of its inhabitants moving to larger cities. 
Slowly, this territory that was previously at the crossroad of all kinds of 
exchanges, found itself left behind in a modernizing China. While the Wubu 
valley and the Zhanghu area were flooded during the 1980s for the production of 
electricity, they also became poorer and depopulated. Today, the small town of 
Jukou and all the hamlets of the area struggle to retain their inhabitants while 
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hearing several times per hour the blast of the Chinese high-speed train flying by 
on a huge viaduct over the valley.   
However, one should not assume that these rural territories are simply 
dying. In early 2017, the government completed a huge bridge across the Min 
River to directly connect Xikou to Zhanghu by car. The boats that everyone used 
to take to cross the river soon disappeared. Also, the local administration had 
started a campaign in the previous year encouraging the population to embellish 
the external appearance of their houses. Through financial incentives, the 
government promotes the “Beautiful Countryside” movement (meili xiangcun 美
丽乡村) in order to repaint as many buildings as possible and to eventually boost 
tourism. In July 2017, a majority of the grey and cubic houses of Zhanghu 
Township were refreshed by a nice light-yellow color with some dark-red patterns 
highlighting the frame of the building. Sharp roofs made of shiny corrugated 
sheets appeared on many buildings. Beyond Zhanghu Township, several 
hamlets like Xiangshan were also repainted.  
During the same period of time, the city of Fuzhou and the provincial 
government took action to reduce water pollution in the area. This turned out to 
mean the closure and destruction of all pig factories that had multiplied along the 
Min River. In early 2017, all the farms raising pigs had to cease their activity and 
dismantle their infrastructures. A majority of the Yanping District’s farmers, 
including those around the Zhanghu area, were affected by this new policy. 
When I returned to Nanping in July 2017, all the pig factories I knew had 
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disappeared, and the Min River had a much cleaner appearance and smell. 
People explained to me that most local farmers simply stopped their activity and 
moved to various cities in search of employment. Those who raise fish in the 
river added that their production has greatly benefited from the better water 
quality. 
 In this rapidly changing environment where modes of transportation 
evolve and economic opportunities shift, each visitor in Zhanghu Township will 
notice the entire renovation of the temple for local goddesses. Besides the 
appearance of several new temples, I also observed in July 2017 the 
construction of a large platform and a parking lot in front of the King Snake 
Temple between the temple and the river.  
Meanwhile, churches are not static either. As I mentioned earlier, the 
Gospel Church built a new and extremely modern Training Center in Xikou, now 
easily accessible. Although Christian buildings are not entitled to any public 
funding to improve their appearance, the Protestant and Adventist churches in 
Zhanghu Township were both refurbished and renovated between 2016 and 
2017. In Xiangshan, the Nanping Gospel Church is even supporting the 
reconstruction of the old church in a more central location. Also, various 
Christians are trying to improve the accessibility of the Prayer Hill and plan the 
construction of restrooms there.  
In brief, Christian buildings are not bound only to political constraints, 
ghosts and spirits, or even to the past, as we saw in Zhanghu township. The 
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presence and the shape of Christian buildings are not determined only by 
historical legacy or spiritual concerns. They evolve in relation to their rapidly 
changing environment as new financial resources, alternate transportation 
possibilities, and evolving political frameworks together influence the concrete 
reality of these buildings. Hence, the specific location, the factual size, and the 
effective evolution of Christian buildings occur in relation to many factors that one 
cannot reduce to any unilineal chain of causality. As buildings are not the mere 
outcome of one single pastor’s decision, their concrete reality is not simply 
determined by any political, economical or religious factor. They are embedded in 
a variety of relations and act upon them in an evolving way that is never entirely 
frozen. To illustrate this further, we need to continue our exploration of the 
Yanping District and move toward Nanping City.  
 
Crossing Yanping District  
From Zhanghu to Nanping, the Min River flows straight through almost 
sixty kilometres of rural lands surrounded by jade-colored hills. Only a few 
villages and towns dot the area. The nearest is Taiping (太平), also rebuilt during 
the late 1980s after the flooding of the valley, where a church (named the Gospel 
church) was built at the end of the 1990s in front of the village school. The name 
“Gospel Church” (fuyintang福音堂) is quite common for Christian Churches in 
China. In the Yanping District, a large majority of churches apply this name, 
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referring explicitly to the Nanping Gospel Church and reinforcing the Gospel 
Church assemblage though a naming strategy.14  
Farther up the river, the traveler arrives at Dazhou (大洲), an island facing 
Xiadao (夏道), a township that today constitutes the far suburb of Nanping City. 
On Dazhou Island, a church was built at the entry of the village in 1998. Once 
again, while most houses’ main doors and windows face the river, the church is 
oriented according to the Min Axis and its main entrance does not face the river. 
Unlike many villages of the lower river, Xiadao was not entirely displaced 
but has become an agglomerate of hamlets and villages. In the maze of streets, 
a few traditional houses survive, although most are entirely abandoned. Private 
houses, bigger and much fancier than in Zhanghu, are now invading every 
square meter of the township. Temples and ancestral halls are almost 
everywhere. The local church, located at the back of a hamlet and at the top of a 
hill covered by bamboo, is quite hard to find. Even though a church did exist in 
the center of the main village (there is still a street named “Church Street”), local 
Christians were not able to recover this land. Facing strong opposition from the 
local population and temple associations, they were only able to secure this 
                                                                
14 This is also related, as we will see later, to the fact that in the early 1990s, Nanping Protestants 
organized themselves into two distinct networks: the Christian Assembly and the Gospel Church. 
Each applies a slightly different Christian theology and church organization. However, they 
agglomerate around two different buildings, which are the two Protestant buildings left in Nanping 
since the early 1980s. Today, these two networks (denominations) are still named based on their 
initial buildings: fuyintang 福音堂 and bayitang八一堂.  
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upper site, a bit to the side of the village, but still good enough by Christian 
standards. 
The fact that Christians built their church at the top of a hill is indeed, in a 
Chinese context, very noteworthy. Local Chinese temples are never built this 
way. Based on Chinese geomancy and popular religion, the top of a mountain is 
inauspicious and negative. Explanations might vary, but temples are ideally on 
the slope of a mountain where they both collect the vital energy of the mountain, 
the Qi (气), and enjoy the protection from the upper mountain (Lin 2015). Many 
Chinese people refer to the fengshui (风水) tradition – the powerful and influential 
synergy among wind, water and all other natural entities – to define cautiously 
the ways in which a building or a grave is positioned, shaped, and oriented. The 
successful design will favor the well-being of its occupants (see Weller 1987; 
Feuchtwang 1985; Lip 2009; Bruun 2003; Yang 2004). Hence, houses, temples 
or ancestral halls are ideally located on the slope of a mountain, facing a body of 
water (such as a pond or a lake).  
However, Christians in Xiadao, like in many places, use hilltops for their 
church (e.g. Zhanghu), suggesting that their building, like their God, does not rely 
on occult energy. This strategy was already mentioned by early Methodist 
missionaries. In a letter written on December 2nd, 1923, Karl Scheuffler, an 
American missionary in Nanping, explains that the Methodist conference 
purposely bought a large piece of land at the top of a hill behind Nanping City to 
erect its compound. He wrote, “Years ago, the mission bought a hill to the rear of 
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Yenping [Nanping City] proper (though within the city walls) cheaply, for the 
Chinese fear the hilltops, since they are too exposed to the attacks of evils 
spirits.”15 Beyond the economic aspect, the location unfolds a religious aspect 
that plays a key role in the significance of the building. The Christian God does 
not worry about the Qi of the mountain, the wind of typhoons, or other worldly 
powers generated by mountains and rivers. Consequently, Christians strongly 
reject notions of fengshui and geomancy, and describe Chinese popular religions 
as useless. However, they do not operate and enact their religious claims 
through a discursive approach alone. Their buildings speak for them and they 
become a significant tool to challenge shared worldviews. 
Before leaving Xiadao and moving up to Nanping City, I want to quickly 
identify a place located north of Xiadao, on the other bank of the Min River – 
Nanshan (南山). Nanshan is a remote valley of the Yanping District dotted with 
several hamlets and villages. In the early 2000s, a few local women got 
interested in Christianity and convinced the Nanping Gospel Church to support 
them. Year after year, their numbers increased and they bought a former 
kindergarten to gather for worship on Sunday. This building is not a church, but it 
is a place of Christian worship where almost twenty elderly people gather on 
Sunday with two young pastoral workers from the Nanping City Gospel Church. I 
                                                                
15 Karl and Ada Scheufler Papers, Record Group No. 25, Special Collections, Yale Divinity School 
Library.  
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will return to this Nanshan Sunday service during the second chapter of this 
dissertation, where I study Christian worship.   
After passing Xiadao, we immediately 
arrive in Nanping City, which now spreads in 
three directions – along two brooks and the 
Min River. At least four Protestant 
denominations and the Catholic Church have 
established themselves in the city, but I limit 
my presentation to their most visible buildings.  
Right in front of a central bridge, there 
is the Gospel Church (fuyintang 福音堂) facing 
the Min River. It is the main building of the 
Christianizing assemblage on which this 
dissertation focuses. Built before the 
Liberation of China (1949), this building was used during the Cultural Revolution 
as a kindergarten, but was returned in the early 1980s to Christians for their 
worship. Soon it appeared too small, and in early 1994, local Christians built a 
new and larger building. This new church uses the same land of the former 
building and reproduces its shape on a larger scale. It is located on the slope of 
Dongshan Road, a dense urban part of Nanping City where tall buildings crowd 
the area.  
FIGURE 5: VIEW OF THE YUPING 
BRIDGE FROM THE GOSPEL 
CHURCH 
68 
 
 
 
However, in October 1995, the municipal government began the 
construction of a new bridge across the Jianxi Brook, the Yuping Bridge 
(yupingqiao 玉屏桥), right in front of the church. This large bridge, completed in 
1996, became a major axis of circulation across Nanping’s downtown. Suddenly, 
the Gospel Church that was on the side of a road, packed among multiplying 
buildings, found itself in front of a major bridge and in a more open area. All 
passersby thus notice its presence. During my field work, I observed that most 
Nanping residents know about the existence of the Gospel Church, while often 
ignoring the presence of other Christianizing entities in Nanping City. Clearly, the 
new Yuping Bridge helps this reputation. It plays a role in revealing the church, 
offering it a new visibility and impact. Of course, the construction of the new 
bridge, perfectly located, was not planned by Christians and their leaders 
themselves. They were clearly not the actor in this new visibility. Nevertheless, 
they saw there an action of their God manifesting himself more fully through his 
house.   
A little farther up, on the same street, there is the Catholic Church, a 
slightly smaller building, but with identical religious design and orientation. One 
other Protestant church, close to the Little Flock tradition but smaller than the 
Gospel Church, owns a piece of land just in front of the government office (Lian 
2010). In the 1990s, Christians reached an agreement with city officials for the 
construction of a big tower on church land, where most of the building would be 
for the housing of government officials, while the first two floors would be 
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reserved for the church. The True Jesus Church, a Pentecostal Chinese 
denomination (Lian 2010), also owns a piece of land farther into the city. This 
land was used to construct a Christian home for the elderly, where churchgoers 
use a large room for worship. They recently built an extension in order to have a 
proper church, similar to the local Gospel Church and the Catholic Church. 
Finally, there is a local Adventist community. It is the smallest registered 
Christian group of Nanping City, but still owns two small floors at the top of an old 
multi-story building downtown.  
Beyond these main places of worship that characterize Nanping’s main 
denominations, all local Christianizing assemblages possess many other places 
of worship and gathering. For all the denominations together, there are at least 
two dozen sites, and probably more. Some are quite big and others very small, 
but all are reconverted apartments or entire floors inside the multipurpose 
buildings of which they are a part. These buildings were never built by Christians 
for religious purposes. Sometimes, a cross may appear on the external façade to 
indicate the Christian presence, but not always. This sign attracts attention and 
produces a symbolic transformation (establishment of a new church) that not all 
governmental agencies are willing to permit.16 Finally, it is worth noticing that 
beyond Christian buildings themselves, temples are multiplying all around the 
                                                                
16 This is also linked to the legal framework of China – applying zoning laws – that attributes a 
proper purpose to each piece of land. This aims to prevent, for instance, the transformation of 
farm land into industrial compounds. 
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immediate vicinity of the city, mostly within green public parks and in nearby 
forests. 
If we continue to move up across Yanping District, following two brooks, 
the Xixi and the Futun, we arrive at Xiayang (峡阳), the farthest township of the 
district. On the way, we cross two smaller townships, Laizhou (来州) and Wangtai 
(王台). Each of these three townships has its own church, all of which were 
rebuilt over the past few decades. Though these buildings are not oriented 
according to a single direction, they still all share the typical design of a Christian 
church that I discuss in detail below. 
The last important place of the Yanping District is Baozhu Mountain 
(baozhushan 宝珠山). Between Nanping City and Xiayang, there are massive 
mountains with multiple peaks. Nanping City is at the bottom of these mountains 
and Baozhu at the top. This Baozhu area is composed of hamlets and villages 
that can be reached by a one hour car journey from the city. Even though this 
site is remote and largely depopulated today, it seems like a lost paradise for 
most Nanping people. The summer climate is much cooler, and pollution almost 
nonexistent. Local authorities, in collaboration with a rich entrepreneur whose 
family origins go back to Baozhu, have been trying to promote tourism by 
building new facilities and restoring major temples and traditional wooden 
bridges. Those who can afford it enjoy spending a few weeks there during the hot 
summer. It is a very pleasant place with a different atmosphere. One can walk 
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across the rice terraces and bamboo forests, visiting refurbished temples, 
admiring refined wooden bridges and huge, secular trees while enjoying several 
impressive viewpoints upon the entire mountains, the Min River, Wangtai, and so 
on. 
At the center of the location, there is a hill topped by the big, brand new 
Baozhu Gospel Church (宝珠福音堂). Many Protestants from the Nanping 
Gospel Church are proud of this building, and a picture of it is on display in the 
hallway of the Gospel Church in Nanping. The golden-pointed roof of the tower is 
visible from everywhere in Baozhu and transforms the entire visual landscape. 
When Christians from Nanping City were visiting, local Christians mentioned that 
local non-Christians had been complaining that the size, shape and position of 
this enormous building disrupt the local fengshui that contributed to the wealth of 
Baozhu in the past. One menber of the Nanping Gospel Church interpreted these 
local concerns as very “superstitious” (mixin 迷信), and claimed that in contrast 
Christians are very “civilized” (wenming文明).17  
Moreover, the proportions and material quality of the building are in sharp 
contrast with all the other churches of the Yanping District. While most of them 
are rather modest and discreet, Baozhu Gospel Church is imposing and 
impeccably maintained. The lower stories of the building provide dormitories, 
while the sanctuary occupies the upper part of the building where a few 
                                                                
17 During this specific conversation, Pastor Sun remained uncharacteristically quiet and did not 
give his support to the final statement. 
72 
 
 
 
Protestant and Catholic symbols are displayed. In fact, this building was erected 
on private land with the help of one of the most successful and richest 
entrepreneurs of Nanping City, a man who traces his family origins back to 
Baozhu. Even though this elderly man was not a Christian, he had studied at the 
Methodist School of Nanping before World War II, and his Christian daughter-in-
law, a native of Zhanghu, convinced him to sponsor the reconstruction of the 
Baozhu church (the first church was constructed in 1923).  
While there are only seven Christians in the Baozhu area today, Pastor 
Sun encouraged them to erect a large building. Yet, finding a site was long and 
complex since the site of the ancient church is occupied by other buildings today. 
Christians from Nanping City also mentioned to me that some people had a 
vision while visiting Baozhu, seeing a cross on the ground of the actual church. 
Finally, the new church was built in 2009.  
During an interview, the daughter-in-law, who was deeply involved in the 
reconstruction, insisted that it occurred right after the Asian financial crisis, which 
made the final cost much cheaper. Note that this claim indicates an effort to 
minimize her financial contribution, and by extension her own responsibility. 
Instead, it reorients the attention toward other and broader actors who were not 
specified but who some people ultimately identify as the Christian God. Today, 
this devoted woman and Baozhu Christians are managing this private property, 
renting it to various groups from Fuzhou, Xiamen and beyond. This outstanding 
retreat site is also used by the Nanping Gospel Church for several of its summer 
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camps that attract hundreds of young people. In late 2016, the esplanade of the 
church was extended, and an underground parking lot, bell tower and a multi-
functional building were added.  
The Baozhu Gospel church, once again, shows that a convergence of 
forces, including a wealthy non-Christian, miraculous visions, and the blind hand 
of the market, must receive consideration to understand the size, location, overall 
conditions and functioning of this Christian place. It is not simply the head pastor 
of the Gospel Church who ordered this impressive construction that captures the 
pride of many Nanping Christians.  
Yet, one needs additional explanation to better perceive the impact of this 
Christian building in Baozhu and beyond. In the following section, I unfold a 
saying about Baozhu that operates as a clue to dig into local history. Thus, we 
will see how Christian sites in Baozhu and Zhanghu gain a new level of agency.  
 
The wen and the wu of Yanping District  
While I was in Nanping, the Gospel Church made me very familiar with 
two specific places: Baozhu and Zhanghu. For example, pictures of the two sites 
are displayed on the second floor of the Nanping Gospel Church. Also, I often 
saw Pastor Sun taking most of his visitors to one of these two places, even if the 
visitor was only in town for a day or two. Clearly, while there are hundred of 
villages, hamlets and township across the district, Baozhu and Zhanghu receive 
a special attention from the Gospel Church Christianizing assemblage. 
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On one day during the second year of my fieldwork, I was drinking tea with 
non-Christian friends when I heard them explaining that, “In Nanping, there is no 
educational power greater than in Baozhu; there is no martial power greater than 
in Zhanghu.”18 Noticing that these two sites – Zhanghu area and Baozhu - are 
the exact places that the Gospel Church cherishes, I became extremely puzzled. 
How is it possible that among all the hamlets of the district, the saying refers to 
the exact same ones? How is it that I never heard this saying among Nanping 
Christians? To address these questions, this section explores the history of these 
sites and the ways in which Nanping Protestants became present there. 
Ultimately, I argue that by investing in these two sites, Nanping Christians use 
their buildings to softly aggregate an historical legacy to a Christianizing agenda 
because the search for self-education and the importance of a spiritual fight 
could also belong to a Christian project.  
The saying refers to Baozhu and Zhanghu townships as being two key 
points of the Nanping territory, one as the summit of literacy (wen 文) and the 
other as the summit of martial art (wu 武). The Chinese character wen refers to 
language, writing, education, culture and knowledge. It comprises terms like 
civilization (wenming 文明), literature (wenxue 文学), and elegant (wenya 文雅). 
Paired with wu, wen refers to the idea of civility, especially civil servants in 
charge of official records, in contrast to military action. The character wu refers to 
                                                                
18 在南平文不过宝珠武不过樟湖 
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notions like martial arts and the military. We find it in terms like weapons (wuqi 武
器), and military force (wuli 武力).  
Daoist or Confucian approaches might offer different interpretations to 
explain these expressions defining Zhanghu and Baozhu as wu and wen. When I 
interviewed several spirit medium and Taoist priests on this saying, most of them 
acknowledged the civilized nature of Baozhu but questioned the martial nature of 
Zhanghu. Some Nanping people had never heard this saying. Others affirmed 
that it was made up by Baozhu people to make themselves famous. In other 
words, this expression is common in Nanping without being entirely and 
uniformly embraced by everyone. Still, the saying suggests that the two 
townships are a referential pair that structures Yanping District. Nanping, in 
addition to being the birthplace of the Min River, is also between these two 
places, at the center of the whole territory. 
In fact, wen and wu, education and martial arts, written records and 
military powers, are a basic structural pair that we find at different levels of 
Chinese society, from the most basic local temple to the highest state level. Wen 
and wu are the two most traditional functions to define the state in the Chinese 
tradition. They are always represented within local temples through two guards 
standing before the god, the wen on the left with a writing brush, the wu on the 
right with a club. Most temples of the Nanping region have these two statues. As 
wen and wu stand beside their gods, they also frame Nanping territory.  
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FIGURE 6: TWO LOCAL GODS ON THEIR SEATS WITH THE WEN AND THE WU BESIDE THEM 
 
There are many reasons that illustrate why Baozhu and Zhanghu are 
associated with wen and wu During my field work, various informants explained 
to me how during the imperial time, young students going to Beijing for the 
imperial examination had to cross the Baozhu mountains. In this journey to social 
promotion, Baozhu was their departure gate for a higher diploma. Yet, this local 
story does not explain why this remote mountain instead of a more accessible 
river port was a key step. However, a visit to Baozhu temples indicates that many 
of these buildings were constructed just after the middle of the seventeenth 
century, and most of them were initially some sort of Confucian school. A 
wooden sign also mentions how the Southern Ming Longwu (隆武) Emperor 
(1602-1646) passed by Baozhu in August 1646.  
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This period corresponds to the end of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644), the 
last Han dynasty of Imperial China. At that time, the uprising of a new but foreign 
power, the Manchu-Qing (1644-1912) challenged all of China and even impacted 
Nanping. After the last formal Ming emperor, Chongzhen Emperor (1611-1644), 
hung himself on a tree in the imperial garden of Beijing during the Spring of 1644, 
loyalists refused to surrender to the Manchus, and moving south, created 
Southern Ming with a new emperor at its head, the Hongguang Emperor (1607-
1646). This one did not last very long since he was soon captured and finally 
executed by the Qing in 1646.  
However, the Ming resistance against the Manchu continued, and a 
successor, the Emperor Longwu, was enthroned in Fuzhou on August 18, 1645. 
He left Fuzhou in early 1646 to establish his temporary capital in Nanping, then 
called Yanping (延平). He met there the famous Italian Jesuit, Martino Martini 
(1614-1661) and asked him for help (Menegon 2003:346). At that point, the 
Catholic Jesuits had already established a relatively strong mission in Nanping, 
and built a church on the main street (Brockey 2007). Once again, this emperor 
was captured and executed by a contingent of the Qing army before the end of 
1646.  
Nevertheless, this episode reminds us how Nanping territory became part 
of the broader Ming resistance against the Manchu invasion. In this process, 
many literati who refused to support the new barbarian power withdrew from the 
society to create schools where they could cultivate and transmit higher Chinese 
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literacy. The remote geographic position of Baozhu may have made the 
mountain into an intellectual site for Confucian resistance against the Qing. 
Interesting is that at the same period, the famous Koxinga (1624-1662) who held 
the title of Prince of Yanping, then created an independent kingdom on the 
southern part of Taiwan, occupied by the Dutch, to resist the Qing invasion. This 
Kingdom of Dongning (東寧王國) which did not last very long, was also called the 
Yanping Kingdom (yanping wangguo 延平王國).  
Clearly, pieces of history illustrate how Baozhu could incarnate the wen 
ideal for the Nanping population. Before putting this in dialogue with the Christian 
presence, we need to explore the wu aspect of Zhanghu in order to understand 
better the full saying about the wen and the wu.  
According to some older local informants, the Zhanghu township 
destroyed in the late 1980s had in its center a temple hall where young people 
could learn and practice martial arts. Even though I have not yet been able to 
collect much historical evidence about the Zhanghu’s past, the present township 
indicates major wu elements. The Snake King Temple and the administrative 
seat of the god, Taishan, incarnate the presence of the power of major gods to 
fight against demonic influences. The performances and festivals that occur in 
these temples, especially during the ghost-filled seventh lunar month, display this 
military aspect of the Chinese popular religion. Taishan and the Snake King are 
two combatant gods able to dominate and conquer any demonic infiltrations. 
Zhanghu, by being at the extreme point of the territory and on the main axis of 
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communication, is an entry where gate keepers are required. Its gods and 
temples own the special and prestigious function to protect the entire Yanping 
District from demonic forces. Zhanghu gods incarnate this necessary wu aspect 
of power.  
During my interviews about the saying, “In Nanping there is no educational 
power greater than in Baozhu; there is no martial power greater than in 
Zhanghu,” informants also mentioned the daring and strong reputation of 
Zhanghu people who know how to fight. The most recent event illustrating this 
outstanding reputation of the Zhanghu people is the 5/16 event. It refers to May 
16, 2000, when Zhanghu people dared to publicly protest the poor financial 
compensations they got after the flooding of their valley, and blocked the train 
traffic across the area.19 This uncommon action soon attracted national attention 
and forced the provincial government to step in, reinforcing the local fighting 
reputation of Zhanghu people.  
We now see how Baozhu and Zhanghu can relate to various aspects of 
the wen and the wu. In this rich cultural organization of space that shapes the 
entire Yanping District, it is then significant to highlight the efforts of local 
Protestants to gradually occupy Baozhu and Zhanghu townships. During my 
fieldwork in Nanping, I noted that only the Gospel Church in Nanping City was 
able to generate and manage significant resources. However, this wealth is not 
                                                                
19 Cf. http://www.64tianwang.com/bencandy.php?fid=5&id=1873 accessed on September 22, 
2017. 
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uniformly invested across the territory. The largest part of it goes first to different 
Protestant institutions inside Nanping City itself. Then, among all villages and 
townships of the district, the most significant proportion of investment over the 
past few decades went to the Zhanghu and the Baozhu areas.  
Baozhu has the finest and largest church of the district, although there are 
only seven Christians living there. Indeed, several townships of the district are 
more populated than Zhanghu and Baozhu without attracting such attention and 
investment. In 2015, after receiving Pastor Sun in France for a training session 
about European Christianity, he shared with me his dream to one day generate a 
Benedictine priory in Baozhu. This personal project in this specific place indeed 
reflects a general view of the Baozhu mountains common even among 
Christians, which considers this location as a safe haven, a refuge for self-
cultivation and higher human achievements. Thus far, the Baozhu Gospel 
Church is used primarily as a retreat center and for events such as youth camps 
run by the Nanping Gospel Church during the summer. This function of the 
Baozhu church clearly reflects an aspect of the wen tradition. 
Similarly, the presence of a unique Prayer Hill and an expansive Training 
Center in the Zhanghu area shares similarities with the local notion of wu. 
Zhanghu is a place where souls have to fight for their welfare. When hundreds of 
Christians gather at the Prayer Hill or at the Xikou Training Center to pray and 
cry, pleading and suffering, they perform a sort of fight for the salvation of their 
entire district. These performances reflect continuations of the wu tradition. 
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All these convergent similarities reveal the ways in which Protestants from 
Nanping value Baozhu and Zhanghu sites, and silently share some of their 
neighbors’ views of space. I argue that Protestants from the Gospel Church, far 
from simply denying the potential importance and function of these two places, 
tend to absorb and transform this shared heritage. Their buildings do not fear to 
appear on these places and to even embrace some of the cultural potentialities 
of these sites. Yet, the wen and wu aspects of these townships are not simply 
reincarnated through Christian appearances, nor entirely rejected. Rather, they 
partially re-emerge through the ways in which Christians invest in these places 
and interact there, because the search for self-education and the importance of a 
spiritual fight appear reconcilable with a Christianizing agenda. Yet, one must 
highlight that this reclaiming and transformation of a historical and cultural legacy 
has occurred not only through human agency; it also performed through and in 
relation to the agency of buildings in Zhanghu and Baozhu. 
Our tour across Yanping District offers, so far, a first initiation to the ways 
in which Christian buildings are situated and how they play a role in the local 
Christianizing assemblages. They clearly emerge and evolve in relation to many 
entities, visible and invisible, material and immaterial, actual and ancient, political 
and economic, Christian and non-Christian. What they are is the product, stable 
but still evolving, of many factors and actors. Thus, our exploration of the 
Yanping district exposes several dynamics at different levels of scale where 
space and Christian buildings intertwine. Christian buildings, as we have already 
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uncovered, are not only the product of relations to many entities, they also 
produce effects, whether through their visual impact, their material interference or 
their cultural significance. 
Before concluding this first chapter, I want to take a new angle in order to 
more fully embrace the question of Christian buildings in Chinese space. Instead 
of looking at these constructions from a bird’s eye view, I suggest standing as 
humans on the ground, taking a closer look at them in their environment and 
focusing on their proportion, shape, and construction materials. I want to 
describe what a typical church looks like for Chinese Christians, from Nanping 
and beyond, what this specific building implies, and how it performs 
Christianizing strategies in the contemporary Nanping context. 
 
The typical church  
After travelling across Yanping District, I propose to focus on the shape of 
a typical church, taking as a model the church in Baozhu, to unfold how this 
shape operates in its environment. From an outsider’s point of view, the Baozhu 
church is a big rectangular block, closed in by four walls, and with one steeple 
tower at the front.20 The building is vertical and longitudinal with the main entry at 
the end of the building, at the bottom of its tower. The roof is very pointed and 
straight, avoiding the Chinese curved style. The walls have tall windows, and the 
                                                                
20 The Nanping Gospel Church’s tower is slightly off-center. All the other churches have their 
tower in the main axis.  
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tower is usually crowned with a small cross.21 The shape and the color of the 
cross might vary among denominations. The building is built with cement or 
bricks and covered with basic and regular white earthenware similar to tiles. 
External decoration is minimal, lacking fancy painting or sculptures. In some 
sense, the overall shape of the building appears close to neo-Gothic, 
Romanesque and Armenian churches. Chinese citizens typically recognize this 
building as a Christian church. All five Christianizing assemblages of Nanping 
embrace the shape of this building as a typical Christian place of worship. 
Inside the building, depending on the size and wealth of the congregation, 
a few floors might be devoted to meeting rooms, facilities and offices. In Baozhu, 
like in the Nanping Gospel Church, there are four floors, with the main hall 
located on the top floor. In any case, the main room is on the upper level, 
constituted by a large worship hall. In Baozhu, like in larger churches, there is 
even a balcony inside. The main hall is full of well-ordered seats and pews that 
are all oriented along the axis of the building toward a focal point: a fixed table 
used as an altar with a large red cross behind.22  
                                                                
21 In Nanping City, all the churches have a small cross at the top in an unspecified color. The 
Baozhu church, because it is a private building, has its cross on the front wall of the tower, not on 
the top. This type of cross is in sharp contrast with those found on churches around Wenzhou 
associated with the boss Christians. There, churches typically have a gigantic red cross at the top 
of their tower.  
22 The nature of this focal point varies across Nanping Christianizing assemblages; the churches 
of the Gospel Church and of the Catholic Church apply the paired altar and cross while churches 
of the Little Flock, True Jesus and Adventist assemblages use only a podium without any large 
cross. There are other common attributes, such as the presence of a piano, the importance of 
Corinthian columns for churches related to the Nanping Gospel Church, and some biblical 
quotations on the walls, such as terms like “Emmanuel” (yimaneili 以马内利) and “Love” (ai 爱) in 
Protestant buildings, though these may depend on specific denominational affiliation. 
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Unfortunately, this archetypal church as illustrated by the Baozhu church 
is often perceived by researchers as a pure, insipid copy of some Western 
models, empty of any particular agency, effect, or meaning. In order to not 
underestimate the significance of this Chinese house of worship, I suggest 
contrasting it with local Chinese temples and taking account of broader 
architectural shifts. 
Comparing Christian churches to local Chinese temples immediately 
reveals both similarities and major differences. In terms of similarities, the two 
types of religious buildings tend to act as a community center, providing 
multifunctional space where members can entertain themselves through various 
activities. The ways in which these activities are selected and organized might 
vary quite significantly between Christians and non-Christians, but in both cases, 
worship places are not strictly reserved for worship.  
Then, in terms of differences, three major points appear. First, churches 
are always a closed space, while Chinese temples are generally open air. 
Temples usually have an open-air yard, and their halls are rarely a closed 
rectangle with four walls, but commonly a shelter with only three walls opened 
toward the yard. This may indicate a different way to frame interactions with 
surrounding natural elements, such as rain and wind.23 Secondly, churches are 
mostly associated with a seating position for the worshippers, while Chinese 
                                                                
23 In local temples, religious experts explain that the interaction with the natural elements – wind, 
air, etc. – is crucial. One can observe, for example, how religious experts keep going back and 
forth between the inside and outside during a ritual, engaging the sky and the winds. Christians, 
on the contrary, seclude themselves indoors and do not directly rely on natural elements.  
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temples are a space of fluidity where people can move freely across the entire 
area. Finally, the inside (like the outside) of churches suggests an insistence on 
verticality, whereas temples emphasise horizontality. Churches are typically high-
roofed, while temples are low. Echoing the positioning at the top of hills, there is 
an overall emphasis on verticality for churches. A tall building, a high tower, and 
a cross on top – all these elements incarnate verticality. 
 
 
FIGURE 7: ARCHETYPAL LOCAL CHURCH, TEMPLE AND HOUSING 
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These three architectural distinctions between churches and temples are 
true across Nanping territory, but also for most of China. They are also 
persistent. In 2017, two extremely large, expensive and refined churches were 
inaugurated in northern Fujian (Luoyuan and Fuzhou), both designed by a 
German architect, Dirk U. Moenck, in consultation with local pastors. The design 
of these very innovative churches tries to distance itself from the model 
presented above, especially by promoting curves and post-modern visuals. 
However, the three architectural distinctions are still present, especially the first 
two. I will develop in the next chapter how these distinctions impact the ways in 
which worshippers’ bodies are disciplined and senses oriented. For now, I want 
to simply suggest that these architectural differences reflect something about the 
different types of worship and space that Christianity and other Chinese religions 
are trying to promote through buildings.  
Consequently, the major contrasts between churches and temples need to 
be completed by a broader approach integrating housing and other civil 
buildings. Many sinologists point out that until recently, houses were the primary 
sites of ancestor worship for Chinese people (Freedman 1966; Lagerwey 
2010:161). Indeed, the broader shape of a Chinese temple is directly inspired by 
the ideal house, and vice versa. There is a continuity between the two. Both are 
horizontal wooden buildings, including at least a main longitudinal hall, 
sometimes with two lateral wings forming a U-shape. Private houses are not 
simply a place of worship for ancestors. Altars for a few specific gods stand in 
87 
 
 
 
different parts of the house, such as gods of the stove in the kitchen, and 
gatekeepers and local earth gods (tudigong 土地公) next to the entry. At the 
center of the main hall, whether of a house or a temple, a fixed table acts as an 
altar to worship gods and/or ancestors. This space is the center of the building, 
an open air area facing an auspicious direction, oriented toward the south and/or 
a body of water. Guests arriving at a temple or a house immediately see this 
central place of worship. 
However, in urban Nanping and contemporary China, architectural styles 
are evolving quickly. Households are now located inside high-rise apartment 
buildings, all cubic, covered by plain tiles and flat roofs. The construction of non-
Christian temples resembles the current housing style less and less, but 
emphasizes a colorful, so-called “traditional” Chinese style, where sandalwood is 
used as the ideal material and curved roofs are increasingly refined and ornate. 
While Chinese temples and houses were very similar in terms of materials and 
shapes in the recent past, distinctions between them have exploded today. One 
might wonder whether this very fast evolution does not reflect a repositioning of 
the Chinese popular religion itself within the broader Chinese society.  
 This evolving relationship between temples and houses must be 
considered when we analyze the significance of Christian buildings. Present-day 
Nanping Christian churches are much more similar to modern housing than to 
any other religious buildings. Like modern high-rise buildings erected for factories 
and housing, Nanping churches are vertical, built using cement and tiles. In this 
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sense, they borrow a quite traditional Chinese religious pattern of architectural 
proximity between housing and place of worship. What happens for Christian 
churches is in strong contrast with non-Christian temples, which have become 
more and more distinct and different from typical housing. In Nanping, the 
contrast remains even at night when the façade of the Gospel Church is 
illuminated by thousands of bright lights, exactly like the Bank of China building 
and many others in Nanping, while all temples stay ostentatiously in the dark. 
Obviously, architectural proximity is no longer shared by housing and temples, 
but between houses and churches.  
When it comes to the urban visual environment, churches appear as 
belonging to this present world, while temples refashion themselves as part of a 
new traditional China. Both types of religious buildings are currently evolving in 
opposite directions. In a context where temples are becoming more “traditional” 
and generate a sharp contrast with other buildings, churches appear not only 
“ordinary”, but even “modern”. Hence, the significance of their modern 
appearance partially comes from the changes of other Chinese religions (such as 
Daoism, Buddhism or popular religion). This modern image of Christian buildings 
is not only the product of a Christian agenda, or because of Christians’ direct 
efforts, but also derives from their relation to the rest of the Chinese society and 
to the current repositioning of Chinese popular religion.   
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Conclusion  
By observing Christian buildings across Yanping District, this chapter has 
unpacked the ways in which Nanping Christians build churches, and how these 
churches participate in the local Christianizing assemblages and their broader 
environment. Location (ideally inside a residential area and not with other 
religious buildings, sometimes at the top of a hill, wen and wu sites), orientation 
(Min axis), material (cement, tide), shape (vertical, closed building) are all 
significant for understanding Christianizing strategies in the Chinese context. In 
addition to securing a place for worship, these buildings allow Christians to 
distinguish themselves and to display a Christianizing project. Christian buildings 
show that Chinese Christians pay a great deal of attention to the socio-material 
space that surrounds them. Indeed, they are not evolving within a neutral 
environment, unmarked by religious meanings, power struggle, socio-political 
constraints and historical legacy.  
On the other hand, the Christian response is not a mere rejection of local 
architectural norms, because local Christians still value the Min axis, new 
construction techniques, and Baozhu and Zhanghu sites. Nor is it a pure 
discursive statement proclaiming the Christian faith alone. Christian buildings 
translate and project what Christianization may imply through the Chinese space. 
Buildings reveal that Chinese Christians are obviously not afraid to borrow some 
local notions of space and materiality. However, Christians are not simply fitting 
in, as they still intentionally reject some traditional understandings of material 
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space and therefore challenge the broader religious discourse. They do not build 
in terms of Chinese geomancy or along traditional strategies dealing with 
demonic forces. The positioning of buildings is neither a pure rupture from 
preexisting religious views nor a simple reincarnation of it. Churches resist 
typhoons, showing that natural elements still matter to local Christians. Yet, they 
do not rely on traditional patterns of interaction with wind and rain, demonstrating 
that natural elements do not matter in the same way. Christians and their 
buildings are not simply breaking away and moving apart from the broader 
society and its cosmology, but they indeed remain highly interactive.  
Nonetheless, these Christian buildings expose more than the mere action 
of Christians themselves. Indeed, Christian buildings speak more effectively, at 
least differently and maybe more audibly, than their casual constructors do. They 
come from more than the design of the single pastor in charge of their 
construction, and act far beyond his/her human capacities. They merge together 
much more history and effect than whatever the local community would explicitly 
verbalize. Because of their location, but also because of their size, shape, and 
material components, they embody and display interference, visual attraction, 
and disruption in the local fengshui that goes far beyond interpersonal 
interactions between individual humans. Being located in relation to mountains, 
rivers, typhoons, history, gods, ghosts, administration, and many other entities, 
buildings collaborate in the Christianization of Nanping territory. It is from the 
multiplicity of these relationships and influences that Christian churches tend to 
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act and ultimately transform local worldviews. Through different means and at 
different levels, they speak to Christians and non-Christians. In this sense, they 
are actants of Christianizing assemblages.24 They induce, favor, and display, on 
their own, translation and transformation in what constitutes Christianization in 
China today.  
This does not mean, however, that Christian buildings transform, 
magically and entirely, Christians, non-Christians and other entities in their 
environment. They may speak, but many people do not convert to Christianity, 
and Chinese popular religion remains extremely dynamic. The Chinese 
environment remains inhabited by a variety of agents who are advocating for 
alternative worldviews. Christian buildings are not alone in their attempt to 
reshape the Chinese religious landscape, but this does not dismiss the fact that 
they embed a variety of significant aspects acting along the networks that 
produce Nanping Christianizing assemblages, and have effects far beyond 
Christian circles alone.  
                                                                
24 If this dissertation builds on ANT, it borrows only major technical terms from it, such as ‘actant.’ 
Christian buildings perform a range of actions that local Christians cannot do on their own and 
therefore, actively participate in the growth of the Christianizing assemblage as actants. To return 
to technical terms from ANT, Christians buildings could be also described as ‘centers of 
calculation’ (Latour 1987: 215-257) and ‘oligoptica’ (Latour 2005: 181). ‘Centers of calculation’ are 
places from which one is pushed, guided and helped to recalculate and reevaluate her/his ways 
to connect with the rest of the world. Christian buildings, through the connections they display, 
offer focused but narrow views of the connected whole. Thus, they localize the global. In further 
theorization, going against the Foucauldian notion of the panopticon (a place from where one can 
supposedly observe everything), Latour suggested that centers of calculation are ‘oligoptica,’ 
places providing focused interest and participation of the connecting actor-networks. Through 
these places, one sees only a limited set of connections, but he sees it well, in a focused way. 
Through these narrow but stable connections, oligoptica connect with other sites and structure 
the connected whole.  
 
92 
 
 
 
Finally, it is worth noting that exploring Christian buildings as agents of 
Christianization renders most debates around the enculturation of Christianity in 
China or its sinicization, a leitmotiv recently promoted vigorously by the Chinese 
state, less self-evident than it may appear. Chinese culture and Christianity no 
longer stand in a contradictory approach. The constitution of the reality of 
Christianizing assemblages in Nanping reveals that a diversity of entities and 
actors, as well as a sophisticated intertwining of them, demand careful 
investigation to produce any statement about what may define Chinese 
Christianity. As we have seen, even the evolution of Chinese popular religion 
participates in the actual production of Chinese Christianizing assemblages. 
Christian buildings allow us to state that the rise of Christianity in China is not just 
something about Christian communities, or about Chinese culture. It is something 
potentially in relation to the entire Chinese society, a process intertwined with 
everything that constitutes this social fabric.  
After exploring Nanping Christian buildings from their external 
environment, it is now time to enter inside these buildings and analyze more 
carefully what Nanping Christians do there. This is what the following chapter 
seeks to do. 
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FIGURE 8: THE BAOZHU GOSPEL CHURCH 
 
FIGURE 9: A TEMPLE IN THE VICINITY OF NANPING 
94 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 10: XIADAO TOWNSHIP AND THE MIN RIVER 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 11: WORSHIP AT THE PRAYER HILL 
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CHAPTER 2: CHANTING AND LISTENING TOGETHER IN THE FACE OF THE 
LORD 
 
 
“We see that it is not the task of Christianity to provide easy answers to 
every question, but to make us progressively aware of a mystery.  
God is not so much the object of our knowledge  
as the cause of our wonder.” 
(Kallistos 1979: 16) 
 
 
 
In Nanping, the phrases “being a Christian” and “going to Church” have 
the same meaning.25 This second chapter, therefore, goes inside the Christian 
buildings I presented in chapter one to explore what Nanping Christians do there. 
By observing the ways in which local Christians go to church, use the space, and 
interact with the available material objects, this chapter aims to unfold further the 
ways in which the Christianizing assemblage works.  
Although the five Nanping Christianizing assemblages are mentioned and 
compared, I concentrate on the largest one: the Nanping Gospel Church. This 
second chapter begins by an exploration of the church to read what the space 
and material objects tell us about its Christianizing assemblage. Witnessing that 
the largest and most central room is the sanctuary, I focus on the events 
occurring there: their worship services. It is indeed during these moments that 
                                                                
25 “shi jidutu 是基督徒 » and « qu jiaotang 去教堂 ».  
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Christians appear as one distinct community.  The rest of the time they are 
scattered across mixed families, workplaces and other social circles where their 
Christian affiliation is not necessarily obvious – and indeed highly dependent on 
the interactions in which they are involved/ 
 In this chapter, I focus on two key worship events of the Gospel Church.  
The first one is its most common and regular one, the Sunday service, which 
occurs every single Sunday morning and attracts the largest number of 
churchgoers.  I present a detailed account of this Protestant worship as it is in 
Nanping today.  Because attending the Sunday service is presented by the 
Gospel Church Christians as the basic way to become a Christian, it also 
provides a particularly relevant object for our inquiry in understanding how a 
Christianizing assemblage operates and ‘agences’ its world.26 
 By contrast, the second gathering I study in this chapter is a worship 
service performed at the end of November: Thanksgiving.  Unlike the Sunday 
services, this worship is relatively new for the Gospel Church Christians and is 
performed only once a year.  It is not just the repetition of a tradition but an active 
creation – or a re-generation – of the Gospel Church in last recent years. More 
importantly, it is also the only service when Christians bring many objects into 
their church and present them as materials offerings to their God. All these 
 
_______________________ 
26 As we will discover along this dissertation, Nanping Christians generate many other religious 
practices: bible study groups, Christian gymnastics, visits to elderly people, spiritual retreats, 
Christmas activities, etc.  However, in this Christianizing assemblage that is not a House Church, 
a network of boss Christians, or a network of bible groups, the weekly Sunday service remains 
the key practice for the people who affiliate to the Gospel Church. 
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distinctive aspects make the Thanksgiving service particularly pertinent to unfold 
further the dynamic generated through this Christianizing assemblage.  
To approach and analyze these gatherings, my methodology again builds 
on Actor-Network Theory to observe which entities (material objects, humans, 
and non-humans) are involved in these worship events and how they relate to 
each other. In other words, I want to explore the terms and the relations that 
characterize this Christianizing assemblage when it comes together as one 
collective and acting entity. I propose to observe how agency is channeled and 
displayed along these worship events to expose which types of actors and 
relations are performed, promoted and reinforced. Again, I highlight the 
distinctive features and patterns of Christian worships by contrasting it to what 
one can observe among non-Christian worship and temples in Nanping City.     
This analysis reveals that a Protestant worship at the Gospel Church is a 
dynamic and collective process engaging material objects (a central cross, walls, 
texts, cell phones, piano, pews) and human actors (various ministers, the choir, 
the congregation) all together, at the same time and space. The interactions 
between objects and people where bodies are repeatedly disciplined and senses 
trained, are structured as a long dialogue, highly channeled and yet providing 
space for various positioning and responses. In the midst of this collective action, 
some churchgoers find room to not entirely and constantly fit in the main 
movement.  
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Nonetheless, I argue that these gatherings are intensively concentrated 
around a unique center. This is a very different pattern from what occurs 
throughout Chinese popular religion. This center of Christian worship is not 
simply the individual pastor or a leading minister; neither is it the standard red 
cross that stands in the focal center of the church’s sanctuary. Instead, it is a 
virtual entity that stands beyond physical objects and humans.27 Through the 
walls of the building and other objects interacting with worshippers’ body and 
senses, this center gains a particular consistency to the point that it stands as the 
focal actor of Christian gatherings toward which humans behave as re-actors.  
The performance between this virtual center, people and objects suggest 
that Christians gather this way because they re-member the Sunday morning 
resurrection of Christ; they re-spond to his particular presence; they re-call his 
unique history, and they re-turn gifts to him to re-ply to his primordial calling. 
Again, this is unlike what the Chinese popular religion generates, where human 
subjects find themselves inter-acting alone among gods and spirits to 
auspiciously orient the flow of goods and Qi. In the Gospel Church worship, 
terms (humans, God, and goods), and relations are organized differently.  
Still, in this highly centralizing performance where a peculiar and virtual 
actor emerges, churchgoers respond in various ways. The center does not 
subjugate and force everyone to focus on his presence. To describe the 
                                                                
27 Echoing the French philosopher Michel Serre, “virtual” here does not mean something first and 
foremost abstract and unreal. Instead, it means, as its Latin roots suggest, something distinctly 
superior and specifically related to human beings. In Latin, vir (man, hero) is found in modern 
terms such as virtue, virtual, and virility.   
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particular agency aggregated into the Christian center that partially shapes 
worshippers’ actions without determining them, I borrow from Emmanuel Levinas 
the notion of “face.” This notion describes the passive capacity of a scrutinizing 
entity to order and ordain other human subjects. It insists on the relational 
aspects of agency generated but not determined by the presence of another 
subject. The presence of the face of someone forces other humans to adjust and 
respond as acting ethical subjects. At the Gospel Church, I claim that the center 
of the Protestant worship is best understood as a “face” toward which all 
congregants are brought to eventually respond. Through the repetitive services, 
they are taught to re-act under his presence and to re-form themselves according 
to his characteristics.  
If the Levinasian notion of “face” is – as I argue – a useful category to 
label the peculiar agency inscribed in the central actor of Christian worship, it 
does not mean that Protestant services work as a face-to-face relationship. The 
Gospel Church services are not an inter-individual process between churchgoers 
and the center without any mediation. Instead, they bring together a variety of 
dialoguing entities (the congregation, the ministers, diverse objects), a network of 
relationships, to point out the presence of a center; and yet, this center does not 
force everyone to respond in the same way. The center does not fuse nor 
homogenize the network. The notion of face refers precisely to this tension 
between the central passive presence of the Christian God and the variety of 
positionings before Him.  
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Finally, recognizing the particular monocentric but not deterministic nature 
of Christian worship, the distinct patterns of their central entity, and the ways in 
which agency flows in relation to this “face” is crucial to unfold anthropological, 
cosmological and political implications inscribed within Christianizing processes. 
Investigating the ways in which a Christianizing assemblage structures itself 
allows us to show further what becoming Christian implies and advocates for in 
Nanping today.   
  
Worshipping in Nanping City 
Depending on which day one visits Nanping City, the number of religious 
offerings and performances directly visible on the streets might vary greatly. On 
some special days, the few monthly ones defined as auspicious by the traditional 
Chinese calendar or those which are the “birthday” of some specific gods, a fair 
number of people burn offerings on the sidewalk of their house. Directly on the 
ground, or inside a metallic bucket, these worshippers – most of the time alone – 
stand at the entry of their home and burn all kinds of things. Most of these 
offerings are paper facsimiles of money (paper money). Sometimes, one can 
notice a table covered with fruits, with burning incense in a bowl of rice, bottles of 
oil, and other things. This larger way to worship is usually in front of private 
shops, or a more public business such as a bank or a restaurant. For the most 
important events, such as the inauguration of a new shop or during the Chinese 
New Year, Nanping people also set off many firecrackers. They are so numerous 
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that the atmosphere of these days is typically smoky. While one single street 
might witness several spots of offerings during these specific days, nothing 
occurs the rest of the time.28  
Although this dissertation does not intend to analyze or discuss what may 
define Chinese religiosity, this first observation indicates that for many Nanping 
people, some specific days require special gifts to invisible beings in order to 
favor humans’ future. There are also propitious days for specific activities, such 
as family events, major financial agreements, or academic exams, even as there 
are unpropitious days. Measuring time and knowing the specific value of each 
moment is extremely important. Most people around Nanping City carefully rely 
on the traditional lunar calendar and this notion of time to choose the dates for 
funerals, weddings, trips, and so on. It does matter to many people to do the right 
thing at the right time in order to be as successful as possible. In this popular 
religion framework, time is perceived as a cyclical and variable flow of life and 
energy. Each day, each hour contains different potentiality and efficiency, and it 
matters to match action to it as best as possible. 
This way of framing time as an irregular and non-homogeneous flow with 
auspicious momentum also frames space. During my fieldwork in Nanping, I 
usually took my visitors under the bridge next to my apartment. This place is 
quite special, made up of a road parallel to the river with one bridge spanning a 
                                                                
28 For more information about Chinese local religions and related academic research, see: Jordan 
1972; Martin and Wolf 1974; Weller 1987; Sangren 1987; Rawski and Watson 1991; Chau 2006; 
Yang 2008; Sangren 2017;  Weller and Wu 2017.  
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railway. The railway at the bottom of a large ditch is perpendicular to the river, 
and crosses it through another bridge. The whole place is a nexus of bridges, 
water, and shade. Under the bridge of the road, there is a large empty space full 
of dust and rubble, but in the middle of this shady chaos, a few pieces of wood 
are poorly arranged as a table. During the first six months of my stay, a beautiful 
wooden head of a monkey was on this table. Sometimes, incense was burning in 
front of it. I never was able to meet the worshipper(s), though. Later, the wooden 
head disappeared, but incense would still appear sometimes. A few months later, 
a small statue of Guanyin (the Chinese female bodhisattva) occupied the spot.  
For anyone familiar with Chinese geomancy, this discreet place of worship 
does indeed make sense. The proximity of the water and the importance of the 
bridges create a yin (阴) environment where spirits and ghosts gather. In Hong 
Kong, old female mediums specialized in rituals bringing bad luck to enemies sell 
their services under the large bridges that are between Causeway Bay and Wan 
Chai. In Nanping City, offering incense or paper money at the yin place I have 
described, and where spirits and ghosts might wander, can be a pure act of 
generosity to appease them, but also an invitation for more ambiguous 
partnership with the invisible world. The material yin nature of the place makes 
the fact of burning offerings there logical (Palmer et al. 2011; Bruun 2003).  
Beyond this particular site, I knew a few other similar but discreet places in 
the vicinity of Nanping City where incense was regularly burning. These places 
remind us that religious activities in the Chinese environment are diverse and 
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potentially informal, often operating under the shadow of some façades, and 
usually linked to some material power.  
 
FIGURE 12: THE INFORMAL ALTAR UNDER THE BRIDGE 
There are also many other religious activities in Nanping City. As 
mentioned earlier in Chapter One, Yanping District counts numerous ancestral 
halls and temples that are all sites of multiple religious practices. The ancestral 
halls built by a family clan are places where the larger family meets during 
specific festivals – such as the Chinese New Year, and the Qingming festival – to 
socialize, but also to pay respect and worship to their common ancestors. During 
these rituals, burning paper money, incense, and setting off firecrackers are the 
most basic requirements. In the Nanping countryside, a large number of these 
ancestral halls and the beauty of their style make it impossible for visitors to 
overlook them.  
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Then, there are all the temples. Temples are ubiquitous in Fujian. Still, the 
countryside hosts many more of them than the immediate area around Nanping 
City. Nonetheless, we must distinguish between at least three different kinds of 
buildings even though they borrow from each other and may share common 
gods: Buddhist, Taoist and those of popular folk religion. At the immediate border 
of Nanping City, usually at the edge of the public parks, there are at least six 
Buddhist temples, belonging to at least two Buddhist networks, and three Taoist 
temples.29 The location and the size of these temples make them well-known by 
most people in Nanping. Then, there are many temples, usually farther away 
from the city or less magnificent, that are identified with the Chinese popular 
religion. They are erected by private initiative, and their growth depends on the 
fate of the community supporting the building.  
For example, during fieldwork I witnessed the quite rapid expansion of one 
of these temples, located along the road leading to the new high-speed train 
station of Nanping. Like a few others along this road, this small temple faces the 
Min River, clinging to the slope of the mountain next to the road. Every square 
centimeter is subject to the surrounding vegetation, on land which is under the 
                                                                
29 I was not able to study deeply local Buddhism or Taoism during my fieldwork. However, I 
befriended a local monk who introduced me to his network (Taipingsi 太平寺 and Fayuansi 法源
寺). From that point and other informal discussions with diverse monks and mediums, I learned 
that the other Nanping Buddhist temples (Mingcuige明翠閣, Ciyinan慈荫庵, Zhengzhongan正中
庵) and their related monks or nuns, belong to different Buddhist networks. Yet, there is officially 
only one Buddhist Association. The three major Taoist temples are Shenggongdian (聖公殿), 
Taishan dongyue gong (泰山東嶽宫) and Luzumiao (呂祖庙) (but with another official name 
related to Mazu, Tianhougong 天后宮).  
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constant risk of a landslide. In 2015, the two halls of the site were nicely 
repainted, a third hall was added in the following year. The inside of each hall 
hosts different gods and in the front of them outside are their own incense 
burners. In July 2017, I noticed the presence of a new building, a small dormitory 
which was not yet entirely completed. Beyond this small but visible temple, there 
are a few other temples all around Nanping City. In 2017, I even discovered ones 
that I had never seen before and that appeared entirely new. Clearly, there are a 
significant number of Nanping residents who are today investing in the expansion 
and construction of popular temples.    
If one temple community, however, becomes too big and influential, the 
Religious Affairs Bureau (zongjiao shiwuju宗教事务局) would intervene and force 
the religious initiative to choose between a Buddhist and a Taoist affiliation. In 
Nanping City, I know one case of each situation. I was accustomed to visiting a 
large Buddhist complex reconstructed in the late 1980s by an old man who, after 
being diagnosed with cancer, wanted to prepare for his death and purify himself. 
As the years passed, the devotee survived – although older and weaker – and 
the place of worship he has repaired became famous.  
To secure the temple’s future after his death, a few years ago the old man 
selected a young monk from elsewhere in the province to maintain the place and 
serve its worshippers. However, the Nanping City Religious Affairs Bureau 
interfered, forcing the newly-appointed monk to leave, and transferring the 
temple management to one of the largest and most clerical local Buddhist 
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networks. Today, the old man and his friends still occupy the upper part of the 
complex, while the rest of the site is managed by a few monks and nuns coming 
from the titular Buddhist temple. These Buddhist clerics are in charge of the 
larger and more formal rituals requiring a payment, while the old man continues 
offering spiritual counseling to visitors.  
The other case of a popular temple forced to realign itself with a more 
official and registered religion is Taishan Temple.  It was initially dedicated to the 
gatekeeper of hell and built by local people, but the expansion of the city made 
the temple more accessible, visible, better situated, and reputed. While the 
temple progressively integrated all kinds of deities – including Guanyin – and 
increasingly hired Taoist priests for timely services, it also joined the Taoist 
association while remaining quite autonomous.  
One last category of temples deserves mention. In the Xiyuan Grand 
Canyon (溪源大峡谷) near Nanping City, on the way to the Baozhu mountains, 
there are a few Taoist temples. This valley was a traditional Taoist monastic 
refuge and recently became a public tourist park with an entry fee for visitors. 
Although the few temples were entirely restored by the administration, and the 
natural and touristic aspects of the valley are greatly improved, only a few people 
go to these temples now. Burning incense there is possible, but I never 
witnessed the typically Chinese boisterous (warm-and-noisy) religious activity 
that one observes elsewhere. Obviously these ancient Taoist temples have 
become part of a tourist park but lost most of their religious appeal.   
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This rapid overview of Nanping’s informal and formal places of worship 
suggests the existence of a diverse religious landscape. In Nanping City, there 
are many sites where one can worship, burn offerings, and request advice and 
support from invisible beings. However, compared to other cities of the Nanping 
Prefecture – such as Jianou and Jianyang – Nanping City has fewer temples, 
especially those associated with the Chinese popular religion. While villages and 
cities of the prefecture usually have many of these temples, sometimes only one 
is officially linked to a Buddhist or Taoist association. Then these villages and 
cities – like Xiadao, Xiayang, Xiqin, and Zhanghu - host major festivals 
celebrating the main gods of their temples several times per year, attracting 
people from all around the district and beyond.  
In contrast to this religious environment, Nanping City appears poorer in 
temples and religious festivals. Being a more sophisticated city, and also the seat 
of the prefectural administration might explain this relatively weaker presence of 
the Chinese popular religion. Still, many Nanping City residents join several 
village-temple festivals throughout the year. They easily travel across the district 
and beyond to enjoy these animated events and share a community meal. 
Several times, Christians from the Gospel Church introduced me to these local 
traditions. For Nanping people, temples from the direct vicinity of Nanping City 
are far from monopolizing the entire local religiosity, and local religious life does 
not limit itself to a territorial or administrative unit.   
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In conclusion, I want to highlight how the broader religiosity in Nanping is 
very vivid. The increasing number of places, the variety of activities, and the 
implicit support/collaboration with the state all demonstrate that local people are 
embracing a large range of what one may call “religious life” (Chau 2006). 
Although burning offerings, especially those made out of paper, is one of the 
dominant patterns of these practices, the ways in which people engage with the 
invisible world – the energy, the spirits and the beings that may surround them – 
are constantly reworked and adapted. New bridges may offer new opportunities 
for worshipping.  
Thus, many Nanping residents vigorously apply innovative practices, 
reclaim abandoned shady places, build new temples, organize huge temple 
festivals, and burn an incredible amount of paper offerings throughout the year. 
As Stéphanie Homola exposes throughout her study of contemporary Chinese 
divination and chiropractic, all these heterogeneous practices that are often 
defined by the state and some elites as backward superstitions left from the past, 
indeed reflect a very active creativity, an effort of awareness, a sort of humility 
before knowledge and life, and a constant interest in material dynamics and 
agency surrounding human destiny (Homola 2013). Far from surrendering before 
the overwhelming and somehow monolithic truth of modern sciences, far from 
assuming that there is only one explanatory model for understanding humankind 
and the cosmos, Nanping people who rely on these practices remain actively 
curious about the multiple possibilities of life and the ways in which to engage 
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with invisible forces. And yet, scholars of Chinese religions constantly warn that 
“the religious culture of the vast majority of Chinese defies easy categorizations 
and does not present itself as a neatly organized system” (Chau 2011: 67). 
After this introduction to the broader religious landscape within which 
Nanping Christians evolve, we can now focus on Christians themselves and on 
their particular way to engage with the divine and invisible forces. What do 
Christians do in their place of worship? How do they frame their religious 
practices? Are they fundamentally distinct from the broader religious landscape? 
To do so, I focus on the main and most well-known Christian place of worship in 
Nanping – the Gospel Church. First, I visit this network’s main place, 
acknowledging its regular activities and people as they are presented through the 
building layout. After introducing the place, the community and the pastors who 
constitute the Gospel Church assemblage, I will focus on the main hall of the 
building and introduce in the next section the worship that takes place there 
during the Sunday service.  
 
Visiting the Gospel Church  
In Nanping City, the Gospel Church is a four-floor building facing the 
Yuping Bridge in downtown Nanping. Walking up the few steps to enter the 
church, one confronts a kindergarten hosting almost three hundred children. If 
one comes anytime from Monday to Friday at 8 a.m. or 5 p.m., he is 
overwhelmed by all the parents or grandparents waiting around. At times, there is 
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a crowd, but at other times, getting inside the church is easier and the main door 
always remains open from 6 a.m. to 11 p.m.  
Since the kindergarten is closed to outsiders, the visitor must turn right or 
left and walk up to the second floor. After being exposed the noise and the 
humidity of the crowded street, walking up the stairs to the second floor provides 
an experience of calm and cleanliness. The stairs are made of marble, the walls 
well-painted, and the atmosphere cooler. The second floor consists first of an 
entry hall with a few bulletin boards. On one side, large Chinese golden 
inscriptions from the bible affirm that the benediction of God is for all nations. On 
the other side, postings give information about weekly biblical readings and 
Church activities, such as the gymnastics meeting time, the religious education, 
and the schedule of the different choirs.  
Two large signs on each side of the corridor leaving this entry hall, also 
written in golden letters on a marble platform, present two long texts on the 
history of the Gospel Church: “Memorial of the Gospel Church. Missionaries 
came from the West. In 1866, the American doctor Nathan Sites [English and 
Chinese names] entered to Yan [Yanping District] …”. Both steles are dated 
November 30, 1994, a date marking the inauguration of the new church after its 
reconstruction. The two marble plaques narrate the early mission of Doctor Sites 
who planted the Gospel here, the expansion of the mission (construction of 
schools and hospitals in Nanping district) and the size of land owned by the 
Methodist Church before Liberation (1949). They also specify that until 1903 the 
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community consisted exclusively of local people. Three American female 
missionaries later came to live permanently in Nanping City in order to help with 
education and dispensaries. The text records that in August 1966, all the 
activities of the Gospel Church ceased because of the Cultural Revolution 
movement, but that the building was reopened for Christmas in 1980.  
Beyond this public and basic information, the history of the Gospel Church 
can be richly documented. Archives from Methodist missionaries themselves 
(diaries and pictures) and from the Methodist Episcopal Church are available – 
mostly in the USA – allowing one to retrace precisely the expansion of the 
Gospel Church from 1866 to the early 1950s.30 In fact, the Methodist mission in 
Nanping was quite a successful one and the brief introduction displayed on the 
steles is historically accurate. After a few decades of slow growth, the beginning 
of the twentieth century was marked by a rapid progress that called for more 
support. Many American missionaries were then sent to the Yanping Mission and 
in 1916, the territory became an autonomous Methodist conference, distinct from 
the one in Fuzhou and actively involved in medical care and modern schooling. 
At that point, Methodists already ran one modern hospital (with two full-time 
medical doctors), a leper village, more than ten small primary day schools, and 
two boarding schools (one for girls and one for boys). During the 1920s, the 
Mission was able to expand and to build chapels, schools, and dispensaries all 
                                                                
30 See the Annual Reports of the Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church, but 
especially the Minutes from the Foochow Annual Conference, and Yenping Annual Conference, 
at Yale Divinity School Library. See also: http://divinity-adhoc.library.yale.edu/UnitedBoard/ 
accessed on September12, 2017.  
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across the Yanping District, despite the social unrest in this region, and the 
armed conflicts between various factions (Communist, Republicans, warlords, 
Japanese, etc.).  
However, as the steles suggest, the story of the Gospel Church does not 
end with the Cultural Revolution. Since 1980, the seeds of the Christian gospel 
have flourished again, growing new branches and leaves. From the entry hall of 
the second floor, there is a hallway leading to a large chapel. With the view of the 
chapel in the back and the lights in the hallway, the visitor is naturally invited to 
move from the entry hall to this corridor. There, on both walls, large posters 
present all sorts of colorful pictures and information under shining lights. One 
poster that is usually rotated out during the year gives some explanations about 
the current liturgical period (Christmas, Easter, Thanksgiving, etc.). Another one 
is more permanent and exhibits all the activities and branches taking roots in the 
Gospel Church. One can see pictures of the two elderly homes and two 
kindergartens run by the Church. There are also pictures from early Methodist 
Missions – such as the hospital and schools – and from contemporary churches 
in Baozhu, Dazhou, and Xiadao.  
There is also an introductive text about the current situation of the Gospel 
Church, explaining that it counts three pastors, two teacher-leaders, two 
missionaries, seventeen employees, twenty-four deacons, and almost 5,000 
believers. Also, one column introduces the visitor to rules and precepts of the 
Christian life. While the first part speaks in general terms of Christian family life 
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and marital commitment, the rest of the statements deal with questions about 
funerals. This second part is mostly formulated through precise interdictions 
banishing the use of specific objects or practices and enforcing specific Christian 
practices. Clearly, the way the hallway is decorated and organized, with its texts 
and pictures, its statements and information, immerses the visitor into what 
constitutes the life of the Gospel Church. Everyone passing by gets a sense of 
this vivid network, its multiple sites, and activities, and notices recurrent pictures 
of Pastor Sun, the senior pastor of the Gospel Church, visiting elderly people or 
inaugurating new sites with local officials.  
The visit to the Gospel Church does not end at the hallway of the second 
floor. Indeed, most churchgoers walk directly to the third floor and the largest and 
most important room of the building, the worship hall. This vertical two-floor room 
is full of massive pews, with a large chancel facing the entry, where a central 
large red cross catches attention. The front chancel is higher than the rest of the 
sanctuary (the nave) and delimited by a barrier. The white walls are covered in 
molding and marble. Hanging under the chancel roof, dozens of black and 
modern floodlights suggest the scene of a major event. Nevertheless, the 
worship hall is always clean, and most of the time, quiet.  
Before observing further how Christians relate to this space, we need to 
finish the tour of the building. In the back of the building, there is another three-
floor building, smaller but juxtaposed and almost merged to the main building. 
Many churchgoers and visitors come by this part of the complex because it is 
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where the offices are. At every floor, direct access between the two buildings 
makes the transition fluid. A kitchen and a small dining hall occupy the first floor. 
The second and third floors are filled with a few offices and one meeting room. 
As several signs indicate, one small office is used by two accountants, and a 
larger one by a few pastoral workers.31 On the top floor, a three-room office is 
occupied by the head pastor, Pastor Sun, the one already seen on pictures in the 
hallway. At the level below, the junior pastor of the church, Pastor Chen, uses 
another three-room office. The meeting room in front of Pastor Sun’s office has 
only one large table in the center, surrounded by a dozen chairs, and a large 
poster covering the entire wall in front of the door. A large red cross occupies the 
center of this poster while the background landscape is composed of a blue sky 
shining upon green grass. A quotation from the Gospel at the cross bottom of the 
cross states the Great Commission, which refers to the duty of evangelizing all 
nations (Mt. 28:18-20). One each side of the red cross, two large maps present 
either the entire world or China. Every week, when all the pastoral workers and 
pastors have a meeting, Pastor Sun always sits right in the middle of the table, 
just under this cross and facing the door.  
 
                                                                
31 Besides the pastoral team, the Gospel Church counts a few dozen workers in charge of the 
bookstore, the choir, the youth ministry, the accounting, and other activities.  
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FIGURE 13: PASTORAL MEETING WITH PASTOR SUN IN THE CENTER UNDER THE CROSS 
Pastor Sun has both a Christian and non-Christian in his background. His 
parents did not believe in Jesus and he did not grow up within a Christian family. 
However, he likes to explain how his maternal grandmother converted to 
Christianity in 1942 after recovering from sickness with the help of the Methodist 
Hospital of Nanping. Pastor Sun was born in 1963, and when he was young, he 
wanted to be a writer. Books and history fascinated him. His discovery of the 
Christian bible led him to convert to Christianity in 1982 when he was 18. In 
September 1983, he went to Fuzhou to study theology at the freshly reopened 
provincial school of theology. After graduating in 1985, he continued his study in 
Nanjing Theological Seminary. In both schools, he wove strong ties with various 
classmates from all over China with whom he still meets quite often.  
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Back in Nanping City in 1987, he was sent by the old pastor to Xiayang 
and the surrounding rural communities in order to rebuild churches and supervise 
pastoral ministry. However, the following year, the old pastor was murdered by a 
mentally ill woman, and the young Sun had to return to Nanping City and take 
over the responsibility of the entire Gospel Church. Rapidly, he became one of 
the main leaders of the renascent Nanping Protestantism and was ordained 
pastor in Fuzhou in 1991. Until 1997, he remained alone in charge of the Gospel 
Church while Nanping Christianizing assemblages were differentiating from each 
other and consolidating. Today, all the Gospel Church pastors and pastoral 
workers have been appointed by him during the last twenty years. Pastor Chen 
came in 1997 at the insistence of Pastor Sun, followed by other students in 
theology, co-workers, and professional missionaries. Yet, the leadership remains 
strongly centralized under Pastor Sun, as all the pictures in the hallway and the 
layout of the offices suggest. 
To complete our tour of the Gospel Church main building, we need a final 
brief stop on the fourth floor and its small prayer rooms. This floor is the upper 
balcony of the main worship hall to which it directly connects. However, on each 
side of the balcony, there are two small prayer rooms covered with handmade 
posters, inscriptions, and flags. The material used is quite simple, and objects 
are haphazardly placed. Unlike the offices, the activity rooms or the bookstore, 
these prayer rooms are always unlocked and accessible, but as the material on 
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their walls suggests, these rooms are not used by common churchgoers. They 
belong to the Pentecostal groups.  
Although the Gospel Church was founded by American Methodist 
missionaries with a strong emphasis on Western medicine and rational 
education, the tree has since then grown up and become more diverse and 
complex. Nowadays, a few dozen believers – most of them women in their forties 
or fifties – gather on the fourth floor several afternoons each week to perform 
Pentecostal-style prayers for one or two hours. Unlike the kids from the 
kindergarten who use the church chancel to practice theater and dance 
performances, these Pentecostal women are not encouraged to organize 
Pentecostal prayers in the main worship hall – on the third floor – because the 
sound and cries that come out of their prayers may make some Christians 
uncomfortable. Their wailing and howling are perceived by a fair number of 
churchgoers as inappropriate for a Christian Church.  
In Nanping City as elsewhere, the development and legitimization of 
Pentecostal Christianity within Chinese Protestantism did not happen without 
tensions and conflicts. Pastor Sun, who in 1999 introduced this new spirituality 
inside the Gospel Church, has solved the problem by framing the space and by 
forcing everyone to accept more diversity within the Christianizing assemblage 
that characterizes the Gospel Church. Indeed, Pastor Sun and Pastor Chen, like 
few other leaders, believe strongly in the importance of Pentecostal prayer during 
which the Holy Spirit fills the entire human being. For several years, they actively 
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collaborated with Dennis Balcombe and other Pentecostal missionaries to 
promote this spirituality, but in 2008, they decided to limit the Pentecostal 
involvement of the Gospel Church and maintain several spiritualities and styles 
within the Christianizing assemblage. This pastoral choice was a response to 
strong protests from many churchgoers and workers, but also to pressures from 
several governmental agencies concerned at that time by all the conflicts and 
tensions within the Gospel Church. Today, Pentecostalism remains a vivifying 
part of the Gospel Church particularly visible during the annual pilgrimages at the 
Prayer Hill. Although it remains a relatively new and limited trend, a permanent 
location is secured at the highest level of the building for its adepts. 
In conclusion, walking through the main building of the Gospel Church, its 
spatial layout and its constitutive material objects, has briefly introduced us to the 
place, the actors, and the history that shape this Christianizing assemblage. 
Clearly, the place reveals that the Gospel Church is diverse in many ways. It is a 
network that has roots and benefits far beyond the sole leadership of Pastor Sun 
or from the Methodist historical legacy alone. From the young children at the 
kindergarten to the older women of the Christian gymnastic groups, and from the 
traditional Methodist tradition to the most recent Pentecostal innovations, the 
Gospel Church aggregates a variety of entities that cannot be reduced to any 
particular agenda, agency or ideology.  
However, as the main room suggests, most people involved in this 
Christianizing assemblage gather together at least once per week, as one 
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collective and visible entity, during their Sunday worship service.  This recurrent 
and key moment is a very particular time that I want to explore in fuller detail 
now. During this gathering, how do things and people come together? How do 
the Gospel Church Christians use the sanctuary and pray together? Who are the 
actors shaping this collective momentum?   
 
Hearing a Sunday Service  
It is usually with friends or relatives that most new visitors come to visit the 
Gospel Church, and this typically happens on a Sunday morning. For Nanping 
Gospel Church Christians, the Sunday morning service is the most important 
time for worshiping God. Many of them, alone or with friends, come by foot or by 
bus to church shortly after 8 a.m. After passing by the entry where volunteers 
greet everyone, and the second floor where people are chatting all around, the 
visitor like the usual churchgoer, joins the Sunday service in the worship hall 
upstairs. Even though this room is large and tall, it is full of furniture – mostly big 
and heavy pews – and there is only one relatively narrow entrance door. Entering 
the sanctuary is like going through a funnel.  
No matter what time one arrives, the music is already loud. Starting before 
7:45 a.m., many elderly people converge and occupy the pews of the sanctuary. 
Not long after, younger adults and their children join the assembly and fill the 
pews. While the choir practices in a room on the second floor, filling the whole 
floor with the sound of its hymns, one member of the pastoral team is on the 
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microphone of the sanctuary on the third floor. She is saying prayers and intoning 
songs with some piano accompaniment in the background. If half of the 
participants are talking to each other or surfing on their cell phone, the other half 
is singing or listening. The visitor and the churchgoer might have to sit wherever 
they find an empty spot and stay there. It is hard to move around. The size, the 
weight, the density, and the shape of the pews stop anyone from circulating. 
They are made of heavy wood, very close to each other, and with tall dividers 
that almost create box pews preventing any attempt to move. People keep 
arriving, taking the empty seats and catching up with whatever is said on the 
microphone. In the midst of these prayers, songs, and chitchat, silence is rare.32  
Then at 8.30 a.m., the racket diminishes. One leading minister who is 
dressed in black comes up on the left side of the chancel to invite everyone to 
stand up. At the same time, two large screens on the wall in the back turn on and 
display the message: “Turn off your cell phone.” Every other Sunday, the leading 
minister delivers a few sentences to strongly encourage, even admonish 
churchgoers to effectively and immediately turn off their cell phones. As we will 
see, this battle has not yet been won. Outside, the bells of the tower ring. The 
service can start!  
                                                                
32 There are usually three Sunday services at the Gospel Church – one in the morning, gathering 
a majority of older people with younger families, for a service defined as more “traditional,” one in 
the afternoon for the teenagers of the Church, and one in the evening gathering young adults for 
a service that is defined as more of a “loud style”.  In 2017, the evening service worship style 
became more similar to the morning one, preventing a split of the congregation along 
generations.   
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The piano gives a few 
notes and the leading minister 
responds by initiating a hymn. The 
twenty-five members of the choir 
wearing white robes with colorful 
surplices enter in procession from 
the back of the worship hall, 
followed by the pastor wearing a 
black dress and a liturgical stole.33 
The presiding minister is usually a 
pastor or at least a member of the pastoral team of the Gospel Church. All 
together, the congregation, the choir, the leading minister and the presiding 
minister sing the hymns displayed on the screens, guided by the piano. With the 
help of numerous speakers and some microphones, the holy sound fills the entire 
sanctuary, unifying all voices and covering all chitchat. The choir slowly walks up 
to the chancel and reaches the seats surrounding the red cross in the back, 
facing the assembly. The presiding minister, after getting to the chancel, bows 
down in front of the large red cross and turns left to reach the large seat next to 
that of the leading minister. When the hymn is completed, the leader invites all to 
sing a formal and slow antiphon:  
                                                                
33 The leader could be someone from the pastoral team, like a pastor, or simply someone who is 
trained into liturgical matters. It could be a man or a woman, but always wearing the same black 
liturgical robe. Gender is not highlighted.  
FIGURE 14: A PICTURE USUALLY 
DISPLAYED ON THE SCREENS DURING SEMI-
SPONTANEOUS PRAYERS WHERE ONE SEES 
THE FACE OF JESUS 
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“The Lord stands in his holy temple, the Lord is in his holy temple,  
All people of the earth, in the presence of the Lord,  
we must be silent, silent, silent, must be silent,  
Amen.” 34  
 
After a very brief silence, the entire assembly sings a sanctus hymn with a 
joyful heart. This is followed by a long and improvised prayer given by the leader 
on the microphone. This sort of prayer is very common within the Gospel Church 
and across Chinese Protestantism. There are no explicit rules nor formal text. 
The leading minister is supposed to follow her own heart to express aloud her 
prayer to God – usually repeatedly named Zhu (主) Lord – through a succession 
of petitions. Depending on her inspiration, she asks the Lord to send us his 
protection, healing, and benediction. She informs him about such-and-such a 
situation in need of help. The leader also might remind the assembly that God 
does not look at appearances, but at the intentions of our heart. Although most 
people keep silent and bow their head during this semi-spontaneous prayer, 
some people – especially the elderly ones – use this time to meticulously clean 
their nose with their fingers while others spit loudly into some trash cans. When 
the leading minister has finished her prayer to the Lord, ministers, musicians, 
choir, and the whole assembly simultaneously sit down.  
The screens then indicate a few reading references from the bible. While 
some people open a bible taken from shelves at the back of the sanctuary, 
others find the text online on their cell phone. Then the screens display the entire 
                                                                
34“主在圣殿中, 主在圣殿, 普天下的人, 在主面前都应当, 肃静 肃静 肃静, 应当肃静, 阿们” 
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text and we all read it loudly under the guidance of the leading minister.35 All 
these readings are usually very short, recalling a story of the Lord’s action or an 
admonishment from him. Most of the time one or two cell phones ring during the 
readings, and a few people keep arriving. When the readings are completed, the 
choir stands up and following the piano, chants a hymn. The words of this hymn 
are always addressed to the Lord. Again, the performance is usually punctuated 
by a few ringtones from the worshippers’ phones, and a few people chat here 
and there. However, most of the congregation listens to the choir.  
When the hymn is finished, the choir sits down and we read again a few 
verses from the bible. This second set of readings is followed by the recitation of 
the creed, with the entire congregation standing up. Sometimes, the assembly 
even sings a “Gloria” afterward – a hymn proclaiming the glory of God. 
Throughout the service, the congregation keeps standing up or sitting down, 
everyone doing the same movement in a synchronic and communal motion. 
Whether or not the visitor is familiar with these Christian practices and 
discourses, the physical mass of the congregation intuitively teaches to the 
individual body when to sit, speak, sing or stand.  
After that, we all sit down and the pastor comes to the microphone. It is 
time to collect offerings in cash. This practice is quite unusual, even 
                                                                
35 The selected readings are usually only a few verses. They are selected in advance by the 
pastoral team. Every Sunday, all of the twenty churches and places of worship across Yanping 
District use the same readings, selected by the Gospel Church.  
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controversial, within Chinese Churches.36 After explaining how those who are 
here for the first time or who do not understand the meaning of this donation are 
exempted from giving, a few volunteers pass the pews holding a red bag to 
collect donations.37 When a bag passes by, a large proportion of the churchgoers 
put one hand in it to secretly release the bills of their donation inside. Then, all 
the bags are slowly gathered on a polished table in the center of the chancel, and 
the presiding minister pronounces another semi-spontaneous prayer to thank the 
Lord and beg him for his blessing.  
Then comes the sermon, which lasts from 40 to 60 minutes. It is a 
generous flow of stories and comments that aim to illustrate the meaning of the 
biblical readings and the effective presence of the Lord today.38 Meanwhile, the 
congregation sits quietly listening to the preaching. However, a few people surf 
the web on their cell phones and several ringtones interrupt the preaching as well 
as the rest of the service. Some people might even answer their phone, leaning 
over and unsuccessfully covering their mouth. When one speaks too loud, either 
                                                                
36 This practice of collecting offering during the service is not well accepted by most Chinese 
Protestants and Catholics. Usually, churchgoers prefer to use the offering box (ganenxiang感恩
相) that one can find at every entry of a Chinese church. With the collection during the service, 
most Christians are afraid that the Church appears greedy and criticize the practice. Pastor Sun 
introduced this practice after his visit to Protestant Churches in Harbin in 2010. To respond to 
critiquess and opposition, this liturgical reform was implemented only at the main Gospel Church, 
and not through all other sub-churches.   
37 The average donations are usually around 20 RMB (3 USD) per person – but data about this is 
highly sensitive. Although Pastor Sun gave me broad information about it, accountants of the 
Gospel Church have been creative to never provide me with precise data about Sunday service 
donations.  
38 The preaching is based on an outline prepared by the pastoral team for the entire Church 
network and its 20 places of worship. Each preacher is then free to elaborate and expand on this 
common outline.  
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on the phone or to a neighbor, nearby churchgoers soon discipline her by 
shushing her.  
After the sermon, the presiding minister returns to her seat and the leading 
minister stands up to the microphone to give information and news. Usually, this 
news is about different activities of the Gospel Church, some financial reports 
and maybe the need for new workers in joining the Church owned kindergartens 
or elderly homes. During these announcements, and especially if the assembly 
watches some homemade videos, the racket comes back, and some people 
begin leaving the sanctuary. This moment is followed by one question from the 
leading minister “Do we have new friends today?” This means that we invite 
visitors to identify themselves.  
If there is any first-time visiting friend – a situation that tends to happen a 
few Sundays every month – their Christian friends or relatives usually push them 
to go to the front. After a few greetings, the presiding minister publicly asks them 
if they agree to believe in Jesus.39 The new visitors always respond “I agree.” 
This leads the presiding minister to invite the visitors to kneel down and repeat 
the semi-spontaneous prayer to the Lord that the minister says on their behalf. 
The assembly witnesses this entire exercise, keeping silent or murmuring some 
prayers to the Lord. Ringtones keep punctuating the service and some elderly 
congregants even respond to their phone while staying in the sanctuary. When 
                                                                
39 你愿意信耶稣马？ 
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the prayer has ended, the pianist plays some notes, and we all respond by 
standing up and joyfully singing several times an antiphon:  
“I wish you peace, may God bless you.”40  
While singing, we shake hands and hug each other. Finally, the presiding 
minister raises her hands, and by saying a semi-spontaneous prayer gives the 
blessing of the Lord to the assembly. The final Amen is always followed by one 
sentence: “Silent prayer to adjourn the service” 41  said by one of the ministers, 
and everyone joins in a final hymn. During this hymn, the choir and the ministers 
leave the chancel in procession to reach the entry of the sanctuary where they 
greet the departing churchgoers. Only the pianist remains in the chancel 
accompanying the service until its complete end. At that point, the Sunday 
service the Nanping Gospel Church is over.  
 
Theoretical echoes of the Sunday service 
This relatively brief and factual description of a service corresponds to 
what one can witness almost every Sunday at the Nanping Gospel Church.42 
What can we learn from this way of gathering and worshiping? How is that 
different – and significant – compared to the other worship practices present in 
Nanping that I introduced at the beginning of this chapter?  How do objects and 
                                                                
40 祝你平安，愿上帝祝福你 
41 默祷散会 
42 The first Sunday of each month is slightly different because there is an Eucharistic service with 
the sharing of a holy meal shengcan 圣餐 (blessed bread and wine).  
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peoples collaborate throughout this performance? More specifically, what does 
this service tell us about the ways in which a Christianizing assemblage shapes 
the flow of people and actions, in other words terms and relations, and ultimately 
generates and reinforces itself?  
 
Disciplining the body 
First of all, one must notice how in Nanping, “going to a temple” and 
“going to church” do not imply the same action. Although both refer to a religious 
place, these two types of religious practice do not engage the worshiper the 
same way. In local popular temples, every worshipper goes whenever it is 
appropriate to her/him, without needing anyone else. The regular and most 
common worshiping does not require a congregation. Most of the time, they do 
not gather together. Sometimes, however, people come for a temple festival and 
form a crowd. Yet, this amorphous entity does not elicit the same discipline as 
the Christian congregation.  
Then, the Chinese worshiper usually follows some patterns in her/his 
progress across the temple and its multiple gods and censers. Although each 
worshiper may have her/his personal routine, she/he most of the time first lights a 
few sticks of incense from a censer. Then, she/he goes to bow in front of the 
most important god to her/him – sometimes kneeling down and remaining silent 
for a while – and then puts three sticks of incense in the censer in front of this 
specific god. Next, the worshiper usually goes and bows in front of a few other 
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gods – depending on the number of them available in this particular temple – 
without necessarily paying respect to every single one. Each time, the worshiper 
may plant one or three sticks of incense in the censor of the particular honored 
god. In the midst of these greetings and worship, the worshiper may burn a 
certain amount of paper money (and maybe other paper offerings) within a large 
burner-censer usually on the side of the main hall. Whenever the worshipper 
finishes with her/his routine and has paid homage to the different gods he/she 
wants, he/she leaves the temple without requesting any approval from anyone. 
Usually, a worshiping visit to a temple takes any time from 15 to 45 minutes.  
In this context, mapping the precise path of a worshiper within a temple 
produces a sketch that looks quite serpentine (see figure). Individuals go through 
several spots, walking back and forth between indoor and outdoor spaces, and 
bowing in several directions.  
129 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 15: WALKING THROUGH A TEMPLE 
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FIGURE 16: WALKING THROUGH A CHURCH 
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By contrast, the churchgoer is much more constrained and framed in the 
ways in which she/he evolves within the Gospel Church. Because of the 
confining four walls of the building, the narrow and single entrance, the size and 
weight of the inside pews, and the obligation of being seated, Nanping Christians 
enjoy in their church far less freedom of motion than their non-Christian fellows in 
their temples. Clearly, the agency they display in their encounter with their God is 
channeled by their building and by their community. In a very different way from 
what occurs inside temples, Christians are taught by the congregation, the 
Church objects and the ministers to control and discipline their body, to adjust 
their motions and to fit into a larger body than their own individual one. By going 
to church, Sunday morning after Sunday morning, they eventually learn to come 
at the right time and to stay until the end whether or not the preaching and the 
news announcement are too long. At every proper time, the churchgoer’s body is 
pushed – in a more or less successful way – to sit down properly, remain silent, 
sing in unison, and stand up as long as it should. The building, the furniture, and 
the congregation try to inscribe in the worshipers the proper way of being a 
Christian. This way is almost entirely different from what one may observe in a 
temple. 
In this context, mapping the precise path of a churchgoer with the Gospel 
Church produces a sketch that looks quite regular and repetitive (see figure). 
Individuals follow a very similar path; they come inside and find themselves cut 
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off from the outside wind or rain, facing a single direction during the entire 
service.  
It is worth noticing that the Christian worship occurs within a clearly 
distinct space, a separated sphere created by the church walls and the closed 
windows. Unlike within temples, which are always an open-air environment 
surrounded by yards where the worshipers keep going back and forth, joining a 
Christian service implies entering an alternative space – not inter-acting with 
wind and rain – and staying there. This dynamism between body, building, and 
space already creates a set of physical distinctions that I will return to later.  
During my fieldwork, I had multiple opportunities to join and observe 
Sunday services within different churches of the Gospel Church Christianizing 
assemblage. For instance, in Nanshan Valley there are a few Christians who 
gather in an former kindergarten. A room has been devoted to Sunday services, 
with a permanent red cross along the wall and a range of chairs facing it. Every 
Sunday, two ministers from Nanping City help with the service. Besides 
displaying the role of leading minister and presiding minister, they actively help 
every single worshiper to remain seated or quiet – or to open the hymnal and the 
bible at the proper page whenever it is required.  
The few Christians who join this Nanshan Valley service are all quite 
recent believers, old, and not familiar with the worshiping behavior that the 
Gospel Church requires. They easily speak loud during the preaching, making 
comments to their fellows or responding to the preacher; or they even stand up 
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and go to the front to offer some money to one of the ministers at an improper 
time. Clearly, what the Gospel Church implements as a proper comportment for 
Christian worship is not self-evident for these local people. During the entire 
service, Sunday after Sunday, the two ministers respond quickly and creatively to 
all the unfitting behaviors that these new Christians bring with them. Although it 
obviously matters to these two ministers that Christian worship follows a whole 
set of proper gestures and motions, it is not yet natural to the new churchgoers to 
enact them.  
In this context, we can highlight that worshiping is not a mere matter of 
conscious awareness – it engages the whole agency of the body specifically 
targeted by the ministers and the church objects. These concerns are implicitly 
accepted – although not yet bodily integrated – by more recent Christians. If 
these efforts to discipline the body and the behavior of Christians in Nanping City 
are less obvious than in Nanshan Valley, they are still central to what constitutes 
worshipping for the Gospel Church. 
However, these on-going transformations and efforts are not just 
generated and controlled by the consciousness of the individual Christians – or 
by the discourses of their leaders. They are supported and channeled by the 
walls, the pews, the piano and the larger body of the congregation. The agency 
Christians are supposed to display during a worship service is in many ways 
relying on objects that surround them. These objects support and lead them in 
performing the proper pattern of actions. Therefore, I argue that the Gospel 
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Church worship is guided, framed and even generated by a whole range of 
agents, including human actors (ministers and lay churchgoers) but also by 
material objects performing all kinds of separation (from the outside world), 
guiding (the proper path in the building) and framing (the proper direction to face 
during the worship). Whether or not believers are aware of it, the shape and size 
of the pews, but also the size and position of the only entrance, the atmosphere 
closed in by walls and windows, and the density of the congregation encourage 
them to merge in a distinct environment and shape their agency. Again, a variety 
of intermediary actors – agents – intervene in the different steps that produce the 
weekly Christian worship.  
However, all these agents displaying various kinds of agency are not just 
juxtaposed to each other and entirely autonomous. If we return to the two 
sketches comparing the bodily motions and the path that worshippers perform 
across their temples and churches, two different types of outlines appear. In the 
Christian churches, the entire path and all the motions during the service 
converge toward a single direction – the red cross. Some worshippers may not 
take this path fully and bring their own distractions with them; and yet, the 
converging path remains. In the popular temples, paths and motions during 
worship moments rotate around several key points. In comparison to the Chinese 
popular religious practices, the Christian ones are highly centralizing. All actors 
and agency are pushed to converge toward a focal point. Clearly, the Christian 
worship is monocentric. Worshippers who join the Gospel Church are 
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congregated into a single and delimited space. Then, they all face a single 
common point during the entire event. The walls, the windows, the pews, and the 
cross – but also the choir, the ministers, and the congregation – which constitute 
the Christianizing assemblage shape and orient the entire performance toward a 
single and unique spot. And the variety of worshippers’ responses and reactions, 
the fact that they may once in a while pay more attention to their phone or 
neighbor, does not diminish the attempts of the converging framework to point to 
the presence of the Christian Lord.  
In a quite different fashion, the worshiper going to a temple passes by a 
number of gods, burns incense in different spots, and bows down in several 
directions. In Nanping popular temples, there is no unique and exclusive center, 
unlike in Christian churches. A major god may characterize a temple and receive 
more offerings; and yet, the whole construction is not entirely converging toward 
him, and room is left to a variety of independent gods. At the Gospel Church, the 
variety of actors and agents involved in the worships are not independent 
entities, but all bound to a unique and exclusive center to which they point and 
with which they interact. The entrance and the pews face the center. The walls 
frame a proportional space that leaves room for a self-evident center. A luminous 
red cross highlights the center.  
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FIGURE 17: CHRISTIANITY VS. CHINESE POPULAR RELIGION 
 
The realm of sound  
One other object that is heavily but ambiguously present in this Sunday 
service is the cell phone. As we saw, the agency of this new electronic device 
becomes the focus of a lot of attention and efforts to regulate its impact. Unlike 
within temples, at the Gospel Church, ringtones during a service are perceived 
as problematic and everything is tried to prevent them.43 At the same time, the 
entire Christian service is guided by the piano melody. It is like there is a 
                                                                
43 I was always amazed by Taoist priests serving in a Taoist ritual and answering their phone 
while playing musical instruments for the ritual. Clearly, the perception of the cell phone is 
different in this Taoist context. Such behavior would not meet the requirements of the Gospel 
Church.  
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competition between the piano and the cell phones. This “cell phone war” 
suggests that there is indeed a strong emphasis on the realm of sound. Music, 
speech acts, and silence are constitutive to the Gospel Church way of 
worshipping. The realm of sound – the importance of hearing, speaking, singing 
– is massively invested and structured by all the agents who generate the 
worship.  
At the Gospel Church, worshipers are highly encouraged to remain silent: 
one must turn her/his cell phone off, listen quietly and not chitchat or talk with 
anyone. This silence is also provided by the walls and windows that keep the 
noise of the street at bay. Then, through the reminders of the ministers, the 
support of the screen visuals, and the choir’s musical performances, one learns 
to nourish this silence allowed by walls and closed windows. Yet, we saw in 
Nanshan Valley and with the disturbing cell phones at the Gospel Church that the 
effort to preserve silence during a worship service is not self-evident for Nanping 
people. However, multiple techniques and support are put together to generate 
quiet moments.  
Worshipping is not just about silence, though. It implies listening to 
readings and prayers, and vocally responding to them either by an “Amen” or by 
longer formal prayers (creeds) and hymns directly addressed to the Lord. Silence 
is not the ultimate goal; silence punctuates preaching, singing, collective 
response and semi-spontaneous prayers. During the Sunday service, there is a 
continuous alternation between silence, loud readings, and verbalized and 
138 
 
 
 
chanted prayers to the Lord. Every single moment has its proper sound. What 
neatly appears is that the entire worship is built upon a major effort around the 
realm of sound (Schmidt 2000; Bandak 2014). 
This is in sharp contrast with what occurs within Chinese temples. There, 
one can remain silent or pray aloud whenever. Most of the time, there is no 
formal pattern around the realm of sound – speaking or being silent does not 
matter. Only the cacophony produced by firecrackers is highly valued. Igniting 
firecrackers is common to upgrade an act of worship and to produce sounds that 
rejoice the gods and scare the ghosts. Indeed, it is other senses – mostly sight 
and smell – that are primarily at work in the Chinese popular religion (Lin 2015). 
As we saw under Nanping shady bridges, along sidewalks, and across temples, 
burning incense is the primary act of worship for most local people.  
Christians from the Gospel Church and other Christianizing assemblages 
are quite different. Except for the Catholic priests who burn incense during some 
Catholic rituals, Nanping Christians do not burn incense or anything else to honor 
their Lord. However, their services value body discipline, silence, verbal worship 
and music. It is significant that in Nanping City, the only common object that one 
can find in every single church of the five Christianizing assemblages is a piano 
(never present in a temple). Indeed, the cross and the bible, which are recurrent 
objects, are less common and homogeneous than the presence of a piano. The 
Adventist congregation does not have a cross in its worship hall, but there is a 
piano. For the bible, there are at least three different versions among Nanping 
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Christians, and Catholics use other liturgical books (Lectionary and Evangelion) 
and not the bible during their masses. Hence, the piano appears as the most 
obvious required object for all Nanping people who desire to worship Jesus 
properly. In some sense, the piano is as important to Chinese Christians as 
incense is to non-Christians.  
For instance, the second object after the bible that poor Chinese 
Protestant communities required from foreign support agencies in the 1980s was 
a piano (Chan and Hunter 1993:182). Also, in 1999 when Pastor Sun went 
abroad for the first time, he was shocked to discover that a guitar could be used 
during Christian worship. He realized how he had thought until then that only a 
piano was the proper instrument for Christian worship. Since then, the guitar has 
been introduced within the Gospel Church worship practice, but still generates 
criticism against such laissez-faire. It is therefore not used during the Sunday 
morning service, the main one, but only during the Sunday evening service more 
popular among young people.  
By contrast, tensions around the use of a guitar reveal how the proper 
worship acoustic matters to Nanping Protestants. In several interviews, 
Christians even referred to the impact of music or singing to explain why they 
have converted to Christianity. The sound moved them. Note that it is not the 
piano itself that matters, but the performance of a proper acoustic.44 The piano 
                                                                
44 The pianos are usually on the side of the chancel, not in the center, pushed into a quite 
discreet spot. They are also quite modest, nothing very fancy or valuable.  
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supports the acoustic quality and harmony of the hymns; it guides and improves 
the realm of sound. Therefore, the inquiry about the realm of sound should not be 
reduced to the piano and it cultural meanings.  
Richard Curt Kraus has documented that the piano in China refers to 
Western cultural expansion, and social scientists have also pointed out how it 
has been used as a symbol of high social capital (Bourdieu 1996; Kraus 1989). In 
many parts of the world, like in China, pianos are appropriated by the upper 
classes to indicate their higher education and cultural superiority, imposing a new 
aesthetic and discipline of the senses. While numerous studies of Chinese 
Christians reveal how Christianity appears as a means for social progress, 
education and modernity (Chen and Huang 2004; Cao 2011; Wielander 2011), I 
argue that the piano should not be reduced to a symbol of social competition but 
considered for its primary function – playing music. Again, Actor-Network Theory 
helps not us to limit the significance of a piano to its potential meaning (social 
capital and symbolic value) but to take seriously the steady effort that it enacts on 
the realm of sound. A piano produces sounds. The piano is not first and foremost 
a tool used to reinforce the separation between social groups or a symbol that 
supposedly displays Christian superiority. On the contrary, it is for Nanping 
Christians a way to connect different realms through music and sound. With the 
help of the piano – or now the guitar too – the divine and human realms echo 
together; Nanping Christians encounter their Lord. The piano – as the choir and 
other elements of the Christianizing assemblages – participates in this phonic 
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translation of Christian worship where all kinds of actors seek to sing in unison 
and converge toward only one center.  
Consequently, I argue that across Nanping Christianizing assemblages, 
Christian worshipping occurs first and foremost through sounds, not fire as in 
popular temples. The major translation that connects human action to the 
invisible world is not through burning and smelling, it is through working on their 
body to sing and listen. Clearly, Nanping Christians are not simply recycling local 
practices to worship a new and foreign God, but they embrace a new mode of 
relationship to the divine. For Christians, praying means learning to verbally 
dialogue with their Lord, to listen to him, to talk to him and to sing before him.  
This dynamic back-and-forth between the center and the congregation 
through the realm of sound channeled by the piano, choirs, and ministers shows 
how Christian worship is highly dialogic. At the Gospel Church worship, 
Christians learn to dialogue through silence and words with their Lord as they 
would talk to someone. Guided by multiple mediators, they learn to quietly listen, 
to talk to him through semi-spontaneous prayers, and to praise and sing for him. 
Worshiping is dialoguing.  
The efforts in the realm of sound are a major trend that influences far 
beyond liturgical moments. During my fieldwork, I discovered that a high 
proportion of the Chinese pastors’ children studying abroad are majoring in music 
or related fields. The most common areas of study for these young people are 
piano, classical music, music production, opera and so on. This comes far before 
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theological or biblical studies.45 Most of the time, they engage in these studies 
hoping to return to China and serve Christians there. For instance, the only son 
of Pastor Sun is currently studying piano in Germany, composing new Chinese 
Christian hymns designed for young people and frequently performed in Nanping 
City.  
 
The epiphany of the Face 
The study of the multiple inter-actions among Christian’s physical body, 
ministers, worship space and material artifacts (piano, pews, cell phones) 
throughout a Christian service at the Gospel Church suggests that becoming 
Christian is a process of disciplining the senses, transforming the Christian 
subject and her/his relations to the surrounding world. By going regularly to 
church, instead of burning incense at home or at a temple, Nanping Christians 
are taught by church walls and other entities to emphasize the separation 
between two worlds – the natural world and the Christianizing one. Then, while 
entering the church and its monocentric worshipping performance, they are 
taught to focus on the realm of sound where listening and responding punctuate 
their entire action. 
Yet, worshippers are not simply called to respond to the ministers or to 
their peers, but to orient their words, silence, and hymns toward a unique center 
                                                                
45 Other reasons may influence their educational strategy, such as political constraints. However, 
the political situation alone cannot explain this emphasis on music performance.   
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– the Christian Lord. The Christian worship acts as a dialogical drama between 
the unique center and the rest of the Christianizing assemblage. Surely, there are 
many interactions among the choir, the two ministers, and the congregation, but 
they all point to the presence of another entity – the unique center of the worship, 
the Lord. When worshippers refrain themselves from talking to each other, or 
when they – occasionally – ignore a phone call, they gradually learn to give 
priority to the unique center of the service. Nanping Christians are not simply 
coming in front of this center or gathering with fellows as they do during other 
social events. Instead, they merge step-by-step into one body and collectively 
engage with their Lord: they listen to the readings; they vocally talk to the Lord 
and praise him. This is not a mere discursive strategy where they reframe 
religious concepts and learn verbal prayers. This dialogical drama involves their 
entire body and senses. Through this performance, Nanping Christians 
eventually learn to engage with the invisible world in an alternative way. Hearing 
and saying are more encouraged than burning and seeing. Sight and smell are 
no longer the entirety of a religious quest. Nanping Christians are physically 
initiated to the discovery of a new world, and the piano plays a key role in this 
journey where they come to listen and speak to a distinct and central God, the 
only Lord. This unique center appears as a dynamic entity that stands in front of 
Nanping Christians and engages them. As we have seen, this worship is both 
monocentric and dialogical.  
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The problem is then to describe the agency of this invisible center 
materialized by a cross, or sometimes by images of Christ. How do we 
acknowledge their specific center and speak about it? How do we define in 
anthropological terms the particular agency displayed by this non-material and 
non-human center which impacts so much the ways in which Christians structure 
their worship services and their way of being-in-the-world? Which terms could 
describe the atypical agency of this central entity, the Lord, that does not act as a 
human or an intermediary agent?  
To label this agency, which impresses without determining and informs 
without imposing, of a focal but inactive entity that is neither a diffused ebb nor a 
flow of energy, I propose to refer to Emmanuel Levinas’ notion of face. For the 
French philosopher, the face of the other displays a specific type of agency that 
calls the human subject to respond and morally position oneself (Levinas 1969; 
Levinas 1985). The given passivity and personal manifestation of the face 
introduces a radical heteronomy that reveals to one his own existence without 
determining in advance the choice he is called to make. Like with the center of 
the Christian service, the face does not act through straight constraint or 
interference. This peculiar and somehow challenging agency of the face is what I 
want to highlight in order to describe the center of the Christian worship. I argue 
that the agency surrounding the entity that Nanping Christians name, “the Lord”, 
the one toward whom they return, the one they constantly recall, the one they 
respond to, the one who speaks in silence, is similar to what Levinas describes in 
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the face-to-face encounter. This agency is nothing like what a human actor 
produces when he moves, works or produces artifacts. Neither is this agency like 
what a Christian building produces when it stands in between entities and 
translates the presence of the Christian Lord. The agency of the Christian Lord – 
reflected in the ways in which Christians rely on him – is similar to the one of a 
face, simultaneously personal, absolute, and passive. 
However, the Gospel Church Sunday services show that Nanping 
Protestants do not engage in an individualistic manner with the face. Although 
Nanping Christians are not iconoclast and use images of Christ in their worship 
services, they build up a more complex dynamic. First of all, they highly value the 
need of their gathering. The mediation of their congregation in their encounter 
with the face is not a mere option among many, it is the encouraged way to 
follow a Christianizing path. At church, they also rely on a variety of objects such 
as the piano and their holy scriptures to fuel their relation to the face. The face 
does not stand by itself in an unmediated face-to-face relationship. His epiphany 
relies on the network of dialoguing entities, including humans (e.g. ministers, 
congregation), and material objects (e.g. pews, red cross, etc.). Therefore, my 
theoretical borrowing from Levinas is restricted to the peculiar agency he 
describes about the face. I do not imply a direct face-to-face relationship between 
churchgoers and the face. 
To unfold the relationship between the Christian face and Nanping 
Christians, we need to explore further their gatherings and ways of worshiping. 
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Therefore, the second part of this chapter focuses on one other major Christian 
service of the Gospel Church – Thanksgiving. This celebration performed at the 
end of November is quite new for the Gospel Church and still under construction. 
This last aspect is especially pertinent to examine how religious services are 
designed, negotiated, and implemented at the Gospel Church, and ultimately 
how the Christianizing assemblage generates itself when it comes to worship the 
face. Also, this Thanksgiving worship is the only time when Nanping Christians 
bring a large variety of natural products into the sanctuary. Thus, it provides a 
particularly relevant case study to follow the ways in which people and objects 
collaborate within the creation and display of a Christian worship service.  
By studying the flow of objects involved in this Thanksgiving service, I will 
show that the Gospel Church’s worshipping is not just a leftover from foreign 
missionary agency, a frozen blueprint passed from an ancient past, or a univocal 
practice entirely defined by the presence of the face, but a more dynamic 
process engaging a whole range of actors and agents where again a central 
actor with his distinctive agency must be considered in order to understand how 
the Gospel Church Christianizing assemblage generates and structures itself 
today.  
 
Giving thanks to God: Thanksgiving in the Gospel Church  
In Nanping, until recently, there was no celebration of Thanksgiving within 
the Gospel Church. However, in November 2013, Pastor Sun and several other 
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local pastors went to Harbin, northern China, where they discovered some 
Chinese Protestant Churches celebrating Thanksgiving. According to Pastor 
Sun, local Protestants implement this festival in order to celebrate the end of the 
harvest and to give thanks to God for all his blessings. Back in Nanping, Pastor 
Sun and his co-pastors introduced the celebration at the Gospel Church.  
Therefore, starting early in November, posters explaining the importance 
of Thanksgiving, and a few decorations are displayed across the churches of the 
Gospel Church network. Most posters and announcements state the importance 
of “Giving Thanks” (ganen 感恩).46 At the end of every service, at each worship 
place, announcements explain that Thanksgiving will be celebrated during the 
fourth Thursday of the month. Leaders explain:  
“The date echoes contemporary American practice, but more importantly, 
it is rooted in biblical prescriptions. Indeed, it is the duty of the Church to 
thank God at the end of fall when the harvest is finished, for the blessing 
of abundant life. Nanping Christians who would like to testify about a 
special favor that they have received from God during this year are 
welcomed to contact members of the pastoral team.” 
 
Several times, I saw pastors in different parts of the district actively 
encouraging local Christians to discern whether they have received a significant 
blessing and whether they should give public testimony in front of the 
congregation. Giving testimony is common among Nanping Christians, but for the 
day of Thanksgiving, the Gospel Church leaders deliberately encourage the most 
substantial blessings of the year to become an occasion of public testimony.  
                                                                
46 In Greek, the term for “giving thanks” is eucharistia εὐχαριστία. For most Christian traditions, 
this concept became the key term to describe Christian worship.  
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In June 2017, I also went to Northeast China to conduct more research on 
local Thanksgiving events. In Harbin, Shenyang, Ganlanshan School of 
Theology, and Mudanjiang, I met with a dozen Protestant leaders, some from 
official Churches as is the Nanping Gospel Church, and some from non-
registered Churches.  According to my informants, all Churches there celebrate 
Thanksgiving on a Sunday of October. Each Church selects a date convenient to 
its own schedule and usually avoids November when the weather is too cold. 
Then, Christians bring a lot of natural products, such as fruits, bags of wheat and 
rice, oil, meat, and so on, into the church. Some groups also perform dances 
during this service. For these pastors, the celebration of Thanksgiving is not 
related to the U.S.A. Instead, it is a practice they learned from South Korea after 
1979. Old pastors operating before the Communist era did not celebrate 
Thanksgiving. Thanksgiving is primarily related to the harvest and to the 
Christian duty of giving thanks to the creator. In parts of Northeast China, 
Thanksgiving is explicitly named qiucheng ganen (秋成感恩) – Fall Harvest 
Thanksgiving.  
In Nanping City, however, it is in the morning on the fourth Thursday of 
November that more than five hundred Christians from the entire district gather at 
the Gospel Church.47 During a two-and-a-half-hour service, worshipers pray with 
                                                                
47 It is interesting to note that 500 people represent only one tenth of the number of members 
claimed by the Gospel Church (5000 Protestant Christians), and one fifth of what I was actually 
able to personally witness in terms of Sunday Service attendance. Yet, for a Thursday morning 
which is not a public holiday, 500 people represents a fairly large number of worshipers. This 
suggests that Nanping Christians are somehow willing to respond to the call of their pastors and 
gather at Church to celebrate Thanksgiving.  
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almost all the pastoral leaders of the Christianizing assemblage that constitutes 
the Gospel Church. All pastoral workers from Zhanghu, Xiayang, and so on, 
come. The interior of the church is decorated and a large table stands in the 
center of the chancel right under the large red cross. All the choirs from the 
different sub-churches merge into one, bringing 68 persons to sing together. This 
service is obviously unique. It is the only time of the year when the Gospel 
Church unifies as such. 48 Nevertheless, the liturgy still follows the structure of a 
regular Sunday service – hymns, readings, and prayers respond to each other. 
The prayers in general and the semi-spontaneous prayers, in particular, are more 
oriented to give thanks to the Lord for his generosity and forgiveness, instead of 
demanding help or healing as they usually do.  
After the lengthy performance of the expanded choir, silence comes back 
and a procession of a few people walk solemnly from the entry of the sanctuary 
to the chancel’s large table. These people carry all sorts of natural products – 
bags of rice, fruits of different shapes and colors, sugar cane, and gallons of oil. 
The pastors welcome them at the stairs marking the chancel and help them to 
place their products on the table. Meanwhile, Pastor Sun explains how all these 
products are initially from the Lord, creator of all things, and were brought here 
as a humble sign of Christians’ gratitude for his continuous generosity. According 
to him and his fellow pastors, these goods are a ‘sharing’ (fenxiang 分享) and a 
                                                                
48 For Christmas and Easter, the two other major festivals of the year, each church belonging to 
the Gospel Church network holds its own services. There is no unique and centralized service.  
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‘gift’ (liwu礼物) from all of us to the Lord to give thanks for his benevolence. The 
chancel table under the central cross becomes entirely submerged under piles of 
natural products. A poor fisherman also brings his still alive morning catch, a 
large fish from the Min River that he hangs on a stick next to the central cross. 
No doubt, the fish is still fresh, and its final motions during the rest of the service 
made pastors and churchgoers laugh.  
 
FIGURE 18: ALTAR OF THE GOSPEL CHURCH DURING THE THANKSGIVING SERVICE 
While the fish is slowly returning to God, deacons collect money offerings 
from the congregation and bring them in red bags to the chancel table. Then, a 
brief sermon from Pastor Sun explains how Thanksgiving is a biblical prescription 
that ancient Jews respected: 
“Chinese historical sources demonstrate that Chinese ancestors were 
already practicing similar festivals to thank the Creator for the fruits of the 
earth Indeed, early connections between Ancient China and Judaism are 
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highly probable. Chinese ancestors knew about the only true Lord. 
However, the purity of this early knowledge got corrupted over time and 
was finally lost. The sacrifice to Heaven that the Emperor used to perform 
during the Chinese Spring Festival was just a degenerated version of this 
initial prescription of God. Therefore, learning from what Americans do by 
celebrating Thanksgiving today in China and gathering to offer these gifts 
to the Lord is a proper return to both ancient China and the bible’s 
teaching.” 
 
After this preaching, two older women come to the chancel to share their 
testimonies. The first one explains how she has been fighting cancer for the past 
four years. Since she had many allergies and phobias too, she refused all kinds 
of surgery. Finally, because of the insistence of the Church and Christian family 
members, she agreed on a medical intervention at the hospital. Today, she 
wants to thank God because the pastors and other Christians came to pray for 
her many times before the surgery, and they even gathered during the entire 
operation to pray for her. Now her cancer is cured. The second woman who 
comes from one sub-church of the district then explains how her son had 
difficulties in studying. After graduation, he was the last one on a waiting list for a 
job in Fuzhou, but she prayed intensely for him and he finally got hired. The most 
recent blessing in this story, though, is that he even met his fiancée at this 
company. This final detail makes the entire assembly cheer for the happy 
mother.  
These testimonies, both delivered in nice and polished Chinese indicating 
some education, are followed by a performance from the kindergarteners. A few 
young teachers first explain how they want to thank the Church for all its support 
during this year. Then, seventeen little ones, dressed as fashion pop stars, jump 
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on the chancel and throw themselves into a modern break-dance under the 
amused eyes of the congregation. Loud applause concludes their dance. At that 
point, a young woman comes to the microphone to share her story. She starts by 
remembering her difficult situation a few years ago in Fuzhou when her mother 
was dealing with cancer and she was trapped in an unhealthy job. After months 
of maternal pressure, she finally agreed to come to the Gospel Church and to 
join the Antioch Group.49 This was two years ago when she was already thirty-
seven. In this group, she met someone who, like her, enjoys singing. At first, she 
hesitated because he seemed naïve and sometimes even rude but with the help 
of prayer, she slowly discovered that he was indeed “cute”, and last month, they 
finally got married. Again, this conclusive detail made the entire assembly cheer.  
Next, an older man comes to the microphone to share his testimony. His 
parents were Christian, but because of the Cultural Revolution, they did not pray 
at home and faith slowly disappeared. However, he enjoyed a comfortable life 
and managed his business quite successfully. A few years ago, he got cancer, 
and then decided to return to Church. After getting baptized, he realized that God 
– the God of his ancestors – had indeed been close to him during his entire life, 
protecting and blessing his work all along. More recently, he experienced it again 
when he was miraculously able to buy a very good apartment in Fuzhou. After 
applause from the crowd, the old man leaves the chancel to a group of twelve 
                                                                
49 This is a group designed for people between 25 and 35 which gathers every Tuesday evening 
under the leadership of one assistant pastor. Sixty to ninety people regularly join these activities.   
153 
 
 
 
women from the Christian gymnastic group who perform a colorful dance about 
the harvest.50 This dance, visually inspired by traditional Chinese patterns, is 
obvisouly meant to display a joyful act of gratitude for all the goods, foods, and 
fruits that God granted us during this year.  
 
FIGURE 19: HARVEST DANCE BY THE CHRISTIAN GYMNASTIC GROUP 
This artistic performance is followed by the testimony of one family. The 
three of them explain how only the mother was initially Christian, but last year, 
when the father found himself sick, the daughter started to have all kinds of 
visions at night. She would see foreign missionaries, a cross, and so on. They all 
worried a lot and decided to request baptism for the father and the daughter. 
                                                                
50 Across the Christianizing assemblage of the Gospel Church, a few hundred people from 
Nanping join groups practicing Christian gymnastics on a regular basis. These physical exercises 
are based on techniques initially defined by the Taiwanese Wu Meiyun. It was imported to China 
by Protestants from Fuzhou in 2010, and came soon after to Nanping City.   
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Since then, God made it possible for the father to recover even without surgery. 
The mother wants to give thanks because now the family is entirely Christian, 
something especially precious but still rare.  
A long and final testimony is shared by a man in his mid-60s. Once again, 
it is the story of a cured cancer narrated in an educated Chinese language and 
punctuated by “Alleluia” and “Emmanuel.” By the end of all these testimonies and 
performances, half of the congregation has already left the church. Obviously, 
remaining silent to listen to more individual thanksgivings, shared through long 
stories, did not appeal to all churchgoers. The service ends with a long semi-
spontaneous prayer formulated by one pastoral leader. He emphasizes our 
gratitude for all the growth we received this year and implores the Lord to help 
our government to realize how all the success of our country comes only from 
God. We then stand up and sing while the choir and the clergy leave in 
procession.   
The description of a Christian Thanksgiving in Nanping City would not be 
completed without mentioning how Thanksgiving exists outside of the Gospel 
Church itself. Indeed, on the morning of Thanksgiving, the online WeChat (a 
Chinese messaging application) Buddhist group that I belong to – a group of lay 
devotees who are used to hanging out at a small Buddhist temple in the suburb 
of Nanping – started to share dozens of messages to greet each other and wish 
each other a “Happy Thanksgiving.” Most of these messages were illustrated 
with icons and images inspired from Buddhist designs, such as a shiny Buddha 
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and a blooming lotus. This clearly indicates that Thanksgiving in China is not a 
monopoly of the Christians, but is a festival that belongs to the public domain and 
that even Buddhist groups embrace. My online group of Buddhist friends did not 
organize any specific ritual at their temple that day but marked the date through a 
massive exchange of greetings on WeChat.  
 
Theoretical echoes of the celebration of Thanksgiving  
Since Thanksgiving exists somehow beyond Christian circles per se, one 
might wonder about its specific characteristics and functions within Christianizing 
assemblages. In the actual Thanksgiving I witnessed in Nanping City, no food or 
turkey was consumed. Instead, a huge quantity of local food products was 
brought into the service and offered afterward to those in need. Compared to all 
the services during the year at the Gospel Church, this way of worshipping was 
unique because of the objects involved and the centralization of the festival. 
Different from the American Thanksgiving but similar to the one in Northeast 
China, the Gospel Church Thanksgiving is a local and ongoing synthesis 
designed by the pastoral team in collaboration with the worshippers. It does not 
simply replicate any specific model. Therefore, this section highlights several 
issues surrounding the creation and display of this Thanksgiving service in order 
to theorize further how Nanping Christians interact with the Christian face.  
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Who designed this new service?  
The Gospel Church Thanksgiving service results from the conjunction of 
various actors’ efforts. Indeed, Thanksgiving – unlike Christmas – was not 
implemented by American missionaries who came to Nanping City during the 
beginning of the 20th century. It is not simply repeated from the past, but requires 
an active creation from contemporary Nanping Protestants. More specifically, it is 
Pastor Sun and his associate pastors who imported it and ‘agenced’ it for the 
past few years.51 Although pastors claim – unlike those in Northeast China – 
inspiration from the American example, they do not call worshippers to gather at 
home around a specific meal and to give thanks by themselves. On the contrary, 
Nanping Protestants from the entire district are called to merge into a single 
congregation under the supervision of their ministers in a single service. The 
specific form of this service reveals the actors who frame it.    
First of all, the initiative of this service clearly lies in the hands of the 
pastoral team. Although I will investigate further the specific role of the Christian 
clergy in the next chapter of this dissertation, it is important to highlight for now its 
particular function in the theoretical and practical definition of a Christian worship. 
Pastors took the initiative and generated the discourse that justifies a Christian 
Thanksgiving in Nanping City today. During the service itself, they stand in the 
                                                                
51 In the late 1920s, Karl and Ada Scheufler clearly discuss how American missionaries in 
Nanping did not try to integrate Chinese fellows in their large meal celebrating Thanksgiving. 
Unlike Christmas, which was a major Christian ritual for all believers, Thanksgiving was a private 
event among Americans only. Cf. Karl and Ada Scheufler Papers, Record Group No. 25, Special 
Collections, Yale Divinity School Library. 
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center of the chancel, initiate most of the prayers, and give the blessings. Agency 
is unequally spread across the different individuals present in this service, and 
the performance is nowhere near egalitarian. The service is not a spontaneous 
action where everyone can improvise a contribution. Although many individuals 
offered to share their testimony in response to the pastors’ invitation, they were 
carefully selected and monitored by the pastoral team beforehand. Overall, 
pastors played a prominent role in initiating, designing, regulating and presiding 
over the Thanksgiving service, like most of the Gospel Church worship services.  
Second of all, the involvement of churchgoers is extremely diverse. 
Although all Christians from the Gospel Church were called to participate, only a 
fairly large proportion of them came. Many said they were not free on a Thursday 
morning; others did not understand the purpose of this new service and were not 
concerned about it. On the other hand, many were enthusiastic and purchased 
specific goods for the occasion. The poor fisherman proudly brought his catch. 
Still, many among those who came left the service before the end without much 
regard for Church etiquette. Clearly, churchgoers offered a wide range of 
responses to the call of their pastors. There is no doubt that churchgoers do not 
simply follow and obey their pastors’ initiatives, even when honoring and 
worshipping the face is at stake. Churchgoers assert themselves through 
multiples ways. Yet, the ways in which the Pentecostal group is integrated into 
the building space remind us that the Gospel Church is not a spontaneous 
enterprise where everyone can design and impose their own input. Pastors have 
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to approve whatever is performed within the sanctuary. While Christians are free 
to respond to their pastors’ calling within a range of attitudes, they are not entitled 
to create religious performances inside the Gospel Church without the approval 
of their pastoral leaders. When it comes to worshipping the face, there is a clear 
hierarchy inside the Gospel Church network, and pastors occupy a special 
position in the leadership and liturgical life of the Church.  
Third, the Thanksgiving service indicates that worship designed to honor 
the face is not a self-evident action deploying itself along a unilineal relation of 
causality from the Christian face to Nanping Christians, nor the other way 
around. Much more multi-vocal and still hierarchical negotiations between 
churchgoers and their pastors are at work to define, support, enact and confirm 
the proper way to respond to the presence of the face. Through enthusiasm or 
passivity, active support or silent withdrawal, laypeople, deacons, choir 
members, and co-pastors each assert their views – and sometimes their objects 
– within the framework proposed by the pastors. The creation of a new way to 
respond to the presence of the Christian face is nothing individualistic or obvious, 
but implies all sorts of collective discernment between the various human actors 
who comprise the Gospel Church assemblage.  
Finally, the result of this collective and organized discernment does not 
vanish after its enactment. The Gospel Church does not generate a massive 
deliberation on Thanksgiving across its Christianizing assemblage every year, 
but inscribes it gradually in its routine. Actually, the way of celebrating 
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Thanksgiving in Nanping is recycled year after year to the point of being 
aggregated within the institutionalized functioning of the Church. Thanksgiving, 
while still a recent on-going creation, is also becoming a stable structure of the 
Gospel Church upon which Nanping Protestants can rely to annually honor the 
face. Thanksgiving is not only provided by the pastors and the churchgoers who 
get involved in a specific year. Rather, it becomes passed on over time as a 
tradition of the Gospel Church. Therefore, it is also the tradition, and not only the 
individuals involved in it, that informs and transmits the Thanksgiving service 
year after year.   
 
Who is the main giver in this Thanksgiving service?   
During the Thanksgiving service, Nanping Christians, responding to 
pastoral invitation, brought all sorts of goods to offer to their Lord. In quite a 
dramatic fashion, natural products – vegetables, fruits, oil, and fish – were 
solemnly brought by Christians to the chancel’s large table located under the 
central red cross. Through the speech of the pastor who received them, the 
procession of the givers, the central place where they were carefully positioned, 
and the formal prayer said right after their presentation, these natural products 
were collectively offered to the center of the performance – the Lord. Unlike 
during shared-meals occurring at the Gospel Church on a regular basis to 
celebrate an event, these products are not here to feed the crowd, to decorate 
the sanctuary, or to simply celebrate something. Instead, there are presents for 
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the Lord given at Church which turn the Thanksgiving service into a gift-giving 
ceremony. They are offered by Nanping Christians to their Lord, and donated to 
people in need after the service.  
First of all, these objects, because of the chosen season to offer them and 
because of the performance that surrounds them, are not simple gifts, rather, 
they are presented by the pastors as “return-gifts.” This means that during the 
service, they stand through the action of Christians as an offering to give thanks 
for an earlier gift already received by the givers. The Thanksgiving performance 
suggests that these natural products from the harvest are return-gifts to the Lord. 
Christians display themselves as being only polite by giving thanks and returning 
a small present to the Lord for all he has given during the year. Similarly, all the 
testimonies following the presentation of the gifts insist on the 
incommensurability and the variety of the gifts received from the Lord. Therefore, 
the givers of this service are not only the Christians themselves or their leaders. 
Since Nanping Christians are only reciprocating small gifts to their central Lord, 
who has first given, the central giver of this performance is performed as being 
the Lord. Even more, the fact that Christians and their modest gifts are only 
responding to earlier gifts, insisting on the humility and incommensurability of 
their return-gift, acknowledges the Lord as the initial and most generous giver of 
the whole process.  
Second of all, the fact that this performance occurs at the end of fall, and 
that Pastor Sun explicitly links it to an imperial practice that occurred during the 
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Chinese Spring Festival, says more about the ways in which the Christian God 
supposedly gives. The five hundred Nanping Christians and their leaders who 
gathered that Thursday morning suggest – and enact – that something that came 
first is now repositioned at the end of the cycle. Unlike the imperial sacrifice to 
heaven that was at the beginning of the annual life cycle, their Thanksgiving is 
after the harvest. More or less explicitly, Pastor Sun’s narrative and the whole 
performance identify the Christian Lord with the traditional Chinese notion of an 
impersonal Heaven. Both are the highest power presiding over the flow of life, 
and therefore presented as the same entity. 52   
However, unlike the Chinese emperor who alone gave some kind of 
incentive-gifts to impersonal Heaven begging for a propitious year, Nanping 
Protestants, follow their pastoral clergy in claiming that they do not bribe their 
God beforehand, but collectively thank him afterward. By giving piles of local 
products grown in the earth throughout the year, and at this point of the calendar, 
they enact first that whatever is offered to the Lord is related to what nature has 
given to Nanping people. Secondly, these gifts are return-gifts for a free initial 
giving that cannot be initiated by humans. In this chain of relations between 
natural products, the environment, Nanping Christians, and their God, the 
Christian Lord appears as a personal entity of free will who does not need 
                                                                
52 This way of identifying the Christian God with the “traditional” Chinese notion of “Heaven” is not 
new and unique to Nanping Christians. We find similar attempts among Jesuit missionaries who 
came to Imperial China, and among various groups of their Catholic followers today. Also, 
Chinese Catholics, unlike Protestants, refer to the Christian god as tianzhu (天主) Lord of 
Heaven.  
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incentive. He is also the true initiator of the agency of the natural world and its 
capacity to produce edible products.  
Finally, Thanksgiving, the major annual gift-giving ceremony among 
Nanping Protestants, displays something about the mode of presence of the 
Christian God. The proportionally massive return-gifts are not brought to Church 
to simply celebrate the benevolence and power of the Christian God. Nanping 
Protestants are encouraged to bring them in order to engage in an interpersonal 
relation with their Lord. The service is not a mere memorial to recall past events, 
but an action to talk about the Christian God. During the Thanksgiving, 
churchgoers are encouraged to personally engage, either through a gift strategy 
or discursive performance, with the personal presence of their Lord. They talk to 
him, not about him. The Christian God is not performed as a diffuse, 
otherworldly, and unreachable entity. Instead, it is an entity present in person, in 
front of them, to whom they are guided to talk to and offer gifts. In this service, 
the mode of presence of the Christian Lord allows an interpersonal encounter 
where the material world, either through gifts or through sensorial efforts, 
mediates.  
In brief, the flow of gifts in this Thanksgiving performance advocates for a 
worldview spread by the Gospel Church pastors and somehow embraced by 
those who participate in the service where agency and actors – God and humans 
– gain particular properties, relationships, and duties. At the center of this ebb 
and flow of gifts, the Christian Lord appears as the free, personal, paramount 
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giver, presiding over the fertility of the natural world, reachable by human 
individual gratitude and humble gifts. He emerges as the eternal center around 
which all motions adjust and respond. He was present thousands of years ago 
for Chinese ancestors and remains so today. In this interaction between 
churchgoers, clergy and material objects, the Christian Lord is positioned as the 
key and individualized presence that enlightens the whole process. 
 
Worshiping the present face and suggesting cosmological implications 
In the Gospel Church Thanksgiving service, the epiphany of the face does 
not come without disrupting all sorts of relations and structures. Based on the 
flow of goods performed in this new service, I argue that the Protestant 
Thanksgiving advocates for an alternative relationship to the natural world 
distinct from what is available in Chinese society. 
First of all, Christian worship services occur within a secluded 
environment, an indoor space, a practice far from what the Chinese popular 
religion promotes. In this environment, the relation between Christians and their 
supreme center relies neither on the smoke that emerges from incense and 
burners, nor on the wind or sunshine. This suggests that the Christian Lord is 
somehow distinguished, and probably independent from flows and elements of 
the cosmos. As the walls of the Church mark discontinuity between the worship 
space and the broader environment, the encounter with the Christian God occur 
inside its own sphere. The face is not one among many, nor a continuum with the 
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flow of things; he is the center of everything and beyond all things. The Christian 
God stands in his own right beyond all things, introducing a particular kind of 
alterity within the cosmos.  
 This relation between the Christian Lord and an autonomous cosmos 
correlates an understanding of time that partially challenges Chinese traditions. 
For the Gospel Church Christians, worshipping the Christian God does not 
depend on any proper or auspicious time. Whatever the position of the sun, the 
moon or the weather, Christians gather Sunday morning after Sunday morning to 
worship their God who created the earth in seven days and recall the 
resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth. Whatever the quality of the fall harvest, they 
give thanks afterward. Responding to the Lord’s presence does not depend on 
any physical property of worldly elements or any calendar. Although they 
punctuate the year and the week with a Christian gathering, every moment is a 
proper one to come to the presence of the Christian Lord.  
During my fieldwork, I repeatedly heard about family tensions around 
scheduling a life event such as a wedding or a funeral. Since most Nanping 
Christians belong to mixed families, which include atheist individuals or devout 
Buddhists, conflicting criteria and almanacs are applied to determine the proper 
date for weddings and funerals. For instance, Nanping temple-goers facing the 
organization of a wedding usually worry about finding an auspicious time to favor 
the happiness and fertility of the future couple. However, Christian fiancées may 
prefer a time, such as a Saturday afternoon, to accommodate their friends. In the 
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midst of these debates, Christians and Church leaders usually insist that every 
single moment is a gift from God, therefore a positive and favorable time. Then, 
there is no inauspicious moment for weddings, funerals or anything. Time is 
always favorable to a Christian journey. In this approach, time is like the Christian 
God himself who never changes, and tends to gain a new consistency and 
continuity.  
In this framework promoted by the Gospel Church, the way to measure 
the flow of time, to reckon and keep track of it, is then in reference to God’s 
action. The Gospel Church advocates for a calendar where the year is a cycle 
from Christmas to Thanksgiving, passing by Easter. The number given to each 
year is related to Christ’s birth. Each week is punctuated by the Sunday morning 
service remembering the original and permanent creation of the world and the 
resurrection of the Lord and his actual presence. The story of the Christian Lord 
becomes the framework to measure and discriminate time, overriding the 
presumably internal properties of time. Again, this contrasts with local non-
Christian practices, which often rely on a different calendar and understanding of 
time, while matching the civil calendar imposed by the modern state.53  
                                                                
53 Problems surrounding religious perceptions of time and Chinese state administration emerged 
as soon as Christian missionaries came to China. In the early 17th century, the Jesuit 
missionaries, by predicting solar eclipses and demonstrating scientific knowledge, even 
convinced the emperor to reform the Chinese calendar. Later, the modern state actively rejected 
the traditional Chinese perception of time and promoted the Western calendar (Fontana 2011).  
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In brief, the central presence of the face within the Christianizing 
assemblage becomes one structuring scale available to powerfully question and 
reevaluate the ways in which Nanping Christians rely on the cosmos and on time.  
 
Worshiping the present face and suggesting anthropological implications   
The particular centrality of the Christian Lord toward whom Nanping 
Christians are invited to turn does not occur without also questioning a whole 
range of views related to the definition of a human being. Indeed, the ways in 
which space is shaped, bodies trained, and gifts exchanged – either during 
Thanksgiving service or other services – advocate for a distinct understanding of 
the nature and agency of human subjects.  
As we saw, the Thanksgiving flow of gifts is performatively presented as 
not having been initiated or even helped by human action. Instead, humans only 
act and give afterward; they respond to the primordial action of God who is the 
true initiator, the creator of all things. Since Thanksgiving comes at the end of the 
annual cycle, the symbolic end of the flow of life and agency is presented as 
being more on the side of God than humans. Humans are displayed not as the 
initiators but as fitting in the flow of life rooted in God’s action. Their actions re-
orient themselves toward this new, unique and more powerful creator. In the 
worship services generated by the Christianizing assemblage, Christians are 
invited to display themselves as responding to their God. 
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This push to become a respondent where everyone discerns her/his own 
proper behavior by either actively participating in the proposed framework or by 
following the service more distantly, advocates for the possibility of a proximity 
between the Christian Lord and Nanping Christians. Leaving the surrounding 
cosmos and entering into a distinct sphere through a dialogical relationship 
based on sounds and material offerings, human subjects are performed as being 
capable of God. Also, pastors encourage them to formulate their gratitude and 
their needs to the face. They are entitled through a whole set of mediations to 
personally meet and dialogue with the face. In this model, humans appear in 
some continuity with their Lord.  
However, the importance of the return gift also suggests that humans are 
beholden by the Christian God. In the project promoted by the Gospel Church, 
human beings have the duty to give thanks to the Lord and acknowledge his 
presence. Furthermore, since the Lord is an everlasting “present” – a giving 
presence who never stops – Christians are called to the same steadiness. 
Through its discursive strategies and ritual performances, the Gospel Church 
encourages churchgoers to come week after week, year after year, to praise and 
thank the Lord. In this Christianizing assemblage, the human-Lord relationship is 
not displayed as related to any punctual issue that needs to be fixed, or to any 
auspicious time defined by the broader cosmos – it is a permanent calling for an 
everlasting commitment. Ultimately, human agency learns from God’s oneness.  
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Yet, the Gospel Church provides room for a whole range of responses and 
commitments. Its Christianizing effort is not an exclusively uniformizing one, but 
acknowledges and values human diversity. During Church services, churchgoers 
do not all stand as pastor, deacon, or choir members. A multiplicity of roles and 
positions are created by the assemblage to allow everyone to discern one’s best 
position and participation. Responding to the presence of the face does not 
homogenize Nanping Christians, but instead creates new types of diversity 
among them. Those who are colleagues at their work unit and do the same work 
may find themselves in a relatively different position at Church. One may become 
a leading minister while the other remains a more passive participant. The 
hierarchy among family members or professional colleague may be different at 
Church. While the unicity of the face generates a universal calling for all of 
Nanping citizens, it does not imply a unique answer. The agency of the face does 
not define the concrete answer of his human respondents but invites one, 
through the mediation and regulation of the Gospel Church assemblage, to 
discern his personal and proper way to reply. Through its various commitments 
and ministries, the Gospel Church promotes new forms of social diversity.  
 
Worshiping the present face and suggesting political implications  
Before concluding this chapter, I want to unfold some of the potential 
political implications related to the social diversity occurring through the epiphany 
of the face and the worship services of the Gospel Church.  
169 
 
 
 
First of all, while everyone is invited to respond to the Lord in accordance 
with his own capacity and willingness, the Christianizing assemblage promotes a 
new hierarchy among its members which is not based on age, kinship, income, 
or political merit, but on commitment to the face. Although other worldly concerns 
and criteria do not magically vanish, a new scale of social order is actively added 
through the functioning Gospel Church. Members of the pastoral team are highly 
respected by churchgoers, who often demonstrate this esteem through various 
gifts. Also, committed Christians, as well as those who received special blessings 
during the year, are highly regarded by their fellow Christians. Their relationship 
to the face becomes one more social scale and may even challenge other 
classifications. In fact, those who shared their story during the Thanksgiving 
service were not necessarily “successful Chinese citizens.” The criterion to be 
distinguished from the mass of the congregation was the favor received from the 
face. This proximity to the Christian Lord, discerned and acknowledged by the 
pastoral team, had the potential to give a new social status to a devout Nanping 
Christian and to question dominant perceptions.   
Secondly, we saw through the hierarchical organization of the Gospel 
Church that its functioning gives special importance to its pastors. In this case, 
the pastoral clergy is not simply providing ritual expertise and religious teaching, 
but leads the internal negotiations and discernments of the Gospel Church. In 
this religious assemblage, pastors play a leading role not only on liturgical 
matters but also on issues related to broader social life, such as marriages, 
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funerals, economy, and social welfare, as we will see in the next chapter. The 
epiphany of the face comes with a new type of leader acting beyond the walls of 
their churches. 
The narrative of Pastor Sun in which he links the Christian Thanksgiving to 
the traditional imperial worship by the Chinese emperor at the Temple of Heaven 
during the Spring Festival also suggests political continuities and discontinuities. 
It is true that once a year, the emperor on behalf of the entire country, would 
sacrifice to heaven in order to ensure a blessed and propitious new year (Puett 
2013:99). In the Gospel Church approach, though, everyone is called to 
personally give thanks to the Lord, so it is not anymore the emperor alone acting 
for the well-being of the whole nation, but the congregation of Christians and their 
pastors. In other words, the state is no more the unique and legitimate 
intermediary between heaven and the Chinese nation. Of course, this is said in 
relation to the past political regime, and may not speak to the current one. Yet, at 
the end of the service, the final prayer of Pastor Sun clearly referred to the actual 
government, calling for its conversion. Pastors of the Gospel Church express 
their patriotism by hoping that their political leaders finally re-turn toward the 
central and fundamental presence of the Lord.    
This fundamental and structuring presence of the Christian God speaks 
not only to the state but to the entire nation as well. The narrative of Pastor Sun 
and the Thanksgiving performance of the Church refer to the historical roots of 
the Chinese nation, claiming that the duty of giving thanks to the Lord is 
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supposedly a return to the true and ancient Chineseness. Hence, Christians who 
gathered that day are offering gifts not only on behalf of themselves, their family, 
and their religious community, but of the whole nation. The central structuring 
entity of the nation – the one calling for efforts and sacrifice –  is neither the state, 
the socialist economy, or some family kinship. It is the unique and universal 
Christian God. His presence is then not an internal affair of the Church or an 
issue that speaks to Christians only, but it is a reality that may reframe the entire 
national identity.  
In conclusion, we see through the Thanksgiving service that when 
Nanping Christians engage with the present face, it does not seclude them in a 
face-to-face relationship, but instead, brings Christians into an action where 
differences and heterogeneity are recognized and sorted out through the 
structuring and personified presence of the face (Seligman et al. 2008). People 
are not simply homogenized, but new distinctions and nuances appear among 
them. They can stand in their particularities. Humans are not just in continuity 
with the greater cosmos but set apart before their Lord as distinct and acting 
subjects. The cosmos is brought in through a dynamic gift-exchange economy 
reinforcing the distinctions between various actors and objects of the 
performance. The involvement with the face does not erase the rest of the world 
but offers new possibilities to consider and speak to the broader society, the 
nation, and the government.   
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In this Christian performance, Nanping Protestants deploy potentialities for 
actions and actors to emerge in relationship to the central and structuring 
presence of the face. The epiphany of the Christian Lord reveals more than 
himself; it provides humans who come encounter him new possibilities to deal 
with differences in the world and their position in it. The one and the many 
appear at the same time. The face does not erase and absorb the rest of the 
world; it reveals it from a new angle, a locus positioned in the unique face of the 
Lord where everything returns and begins. 
 
Conclusion 
In this second chapter, I have explored how Nanping Christians 
congregate and use their churches. On a regular basis, they come together, 
secluding themselves within an indoor space, following their ministers in a 
collective pattern of actions, and turning synchronically toward a common focal 
point. Through these performances where churchgoers, ministers, piano players 
and choir members interact, the Gospel Church Christians explicitly and 
implicitly, consciously and unconsciously frame agency and engage with multiple 
entities. By looking at the flow of agency, and the ways in which various people 
step in this collective action, I have shown that a variety of material objects and 
people produce, channel, and discipline together, as agent or actors, the 
Christian worship.  
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However, we have also uncovered how churchgoers do not worship the 
same way as temple-goers do. The churchgoers’ collective action carries a set of 
distinctive patterns, and its focus is a unique and central virtual being toward 
whom everyone is invited to turn. When Nanping Christians congregate, they are 
called to rely on and respond to this center, to verbally and phonetically engage 
with it, to treat Him as the paramount element of their worship, and to promote 
between them a dynamic and personal relationship. To describe the peculiar 
agency of this center toward whom the whole congregation is invited to turn, I 
borrow from Emmanuel Levinas the notion of face. This concept simultaneously 
describes the passive role of this Christian center and the dialogical dynamic 
generated before it among churchgoers, material objects, and Church ministers. 
The passive presence of the face calls for a response from the Christian 
worshipers without determining the forms of their response.  
The study of Thanksgiving has shown how Nanping Christians come to 
actively generate an answer to acknowledge and honor, in a new but presumably 
“traditional” way, the presence of their God. Through negotiation and 
discernment among Nanping Christians and their pastors, the Gospel Church 
assemblage produces and stabilizes a framework engaging a whole range of 
people and material objects to speak to the face and about the face. This new 
performance structures how particular Christians, leaders and objects participate 
in the relation to the face, as well as the implications of this new relation upon 
other cosmological, social and political aspects of their life. Overall, I argue that 
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considering the specific position, presence and agency of the face in the 
Christianizing assemblage is mandatory for understanding how the Gospel 
Church operates and deals with the world.   
Ultimately, my argument is not to say that the emergence of this particular 
entity radically and magically transforms the ways in which Nanping Christians 
rely on the cosmos, human agency and society. Instead, I argue that the distinct 
presence of their God does not provide a blueprint to sort out these relations but 
instead questions and pushes Nanping Christians to adjust and renegotiate their 
ways of being in the world. The epiphany of the face opens new possibilities to 
recognize and deal with differences. Of course, other actors that Christians 
cannot simply ignore or dismiss, such as non-Christian fellows and the state, still 
simultaneously advocate for alternative worldviews. Nanping Protestants find 
themselves in the midst of tensions and contradictions to face the diversity of 
their environment and obligations. They may have to work on a Thursday 
morning instead of joining the Thanksgiving service. Nevertheless, Sunday after 
Sunday, year after year, the Gospel Church Christianizing assemblage provides 
a space where Nanping Christians and their pastors discern, negotiate, and 
diffuse a way to acknowledge the calling presence of the face and re-explore 
their world from this perspective.   
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FIGURE 20: FRIDAY MEETING AT THE NANPING ADVENTIST CHURCH 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 21: MEETING AT THE XIKOU TRAINING CENTER (GOSPEL CHURCH) 
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FIGURE 22: WORSHIPING INSIDE A TEMPLE 
 
 
 
FIGURE 23: BURNING PAPER OFFERINGS AT A TEMPLE  
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CHAPTER 3: REVEALING THE CHURCH THROUGH ELDERLY CARE 
 
 
“Only the Church is strong enough to carry the Gospel without stumbling.” 
(Delbrêl 1995:34) 
 
 
In previous chapters, I explored churches of the Yanping District and from 
there uncovered how the Christian phenomenon takes shape in northern Fujian. I 
emphasized how buildings actively but distinctively participate in the 
Christianization process. Then, Chapter Two presented what local Christians do 
inside their churches, pointing out the particular but central actor of their 
gatherings. In this third chapter, I want to discuss what Nanping Christians do 
outside of their churches and how they engage with the broader Nanping society.  
This opens many possibilities. However, I focus on only one dominant 
aspect because it relates to a long-standing and important effort of the Gospel 
Church and to a major issue of the Chinese society. This aspect is what I call the 
“aging crisis” of Chinese society. As I present later in this chapter, China is going 
through a rapid demographic transition where the proportion of its elderly citizens 
is increasing quickly. Simultaneously, these elderly people find themselves left 
behind in the rapid urbanization and modernization of China, often remaining in 
rural townships with extremely limited resources. They appear as a more distinct 
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social group with almost no income, a burden on Chinese capitalism. 
Furthermore, the Communist attack against the Confucian tradition (including 
filial piety), the ambiguous past of those elderly people who were young and 
active during the Maoist era, the tremendous gap in mentality between the 
cosmopolitan younger generations and the mannerless elderly people, leaves 
Chinese society struggling with the ways in which to deal with and treat the 
growing number of elderly people.  
This chapter explores the main answer to this “aging crisis” that the 
Gospel Church has been implementing. I present the creation and support of an 
elderly home by the Gospel Church in Nanping City. I aim to explore how 
Christians act together, organize their contributions, and channel their efforts. 
Therefore, this chapter does not discuss in-depth related issues, such as the type 
of filial piety that Nanping Christians promote, the ways they embrace and 
reshape modern health care, the kind of personhood they advocate for, the 
kinship model they rely on, and so on. This chapter focuses on action and 
agency to uncover how Nanping Christians frame, channel, and organize their 
collective action toward the elderly. What do Nanping Christians do about the 
“aging crisis”? What can we learn, from this case study, about the ways in which 
they engage with their broader society?  
Through the analysis of the recent history of the Gospel Church elderly 
home, I argue that Nanping Christians share their goods, support and time with 
the elderly people as a response to the Christian face. Their collective efforts to 
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answer to the “aging crisis” are not only to obey the political injunctions calling 
religious organizations to support socialist welfare; neither is it mere philanthropy 
concerned with the well-being of the elderly people or filial piety. The involvement 
of Nanping Christians with elderly people implies more. It is designed and 
presented as a response to the presence of the Christian face, which calls 
Nanping Christians to step in and do something. This does not mean that the 
whole action is predetermined or aims to “convert” the elderly to Christianity. 
Instead, their action itself is turned toward the Christian face (con-vert: turning 
toward) to care for the elderly people in need.  
Moreover, this response to the “aging crisis” under the Christian face is 
channeled by two intertwined but distinct actors. While I unfold the history of the 
Gospel Church elderly home, I show that agency is not homogeneously spread 
across the Gospel Church network, but that two intrinsically different actors play 
a key role in all these events – the Church and the pastoral clergy. Nanping 
Christians are not only encountering their co-citizens through interpersonal 
relationships and are not only helping the elderly through private support, but 
generate in the midst of their encounter and action two entities quite specific to 
their Christianizing assemblage. First of all, Christians from the Gospel Church 
transfer their meritorious donation, generous support, and volunteering to a 
virtual entity, standing beyond the specific Gospel Church, which they call “the 
Church.” For many Nanping Christians and elderly people, it is the Church who 
does act for the elderly people in need. Second, Nanping Christians merge their 
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action under a specific leadership displayed by the pastoral clergy. I show how 
this clergy is quite different from other religious specialists of the Chinese 
religious landscape in its duties and rights to govern Christians’ actions. Thus, 
the Church and the pastoral clergy are distinct from each other, intimately 
intertwined and still simultaneously specifying the ways in which Nanping 
Christians respond to the “aging crisis.”   
Since the Church and the pastoral clergy are not an intermediary between 
Christians and their God, or between Christians and their fellow humans, but 
stand both together within the Christianizing assemblage to support and channel 
its collective action without subtracting individual Christians from their own 
involvement, I describe their agency as a “twin sponsorship.” The action of the 
Gospel Church is shaped by these two sponsors that justify and orient the ways 
in which Nanping Christians engage with others. While a large proportion of the 
research about Christianity pays attention to the multiple boundaries that 
Christians build between them and non-Christians (external boundaries), 
Nanping Christians invite us to pay more attention to the internal boundary 
between pastors and lay churchgoers that shapes the ways their Christianizing 
network generates and regulates their agency.  
This chapter begins with a short preliminary step introducing the political, 
economic and social factors that fuel the “aging crisis” in China and the particular 
Yanping District situation today. Then, I recall the history of the Gospel Church’s 
effort to create and run an elderly home. I go through the different models of 
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institutions that the Gospel Church applied to frame its collective action, and their 
evolution over the past 20 years. In the midst of this history, I point out several 
dynamics at work, but most importantly, how the Church and the pastoral clergy 
take shape and constantly sponsor the action of Nanping Christians.  
 
The socio-political background of an aging nation  
During my fieldwork I often heard young Chinese friends in Guangzhou 
repeat the saying: “It is not that elderly people are bad, it is that bad people 
became old.”54 In Hong Kong, like in the mainland, Chinese elderly people 
became famous for daring to throw themselves in front of an expensive car in 
order to get a post-injury pension. This suggests a growing ambiguous feeling 
toward the increasing number of Chinese elderly people.  
In this preliminary section, I briefly recall the political, economic and social 
factors that have produced this situation and shaped the reality of elderly people 
in contemporary China. First, I summarize how the Communist Party promoted 
class struggle and reoriented social and religious life until 1979. Second, I briefly 
present the impact of various socio-economic reforms since 1979 that drive the 
Chinese population toward a situation of rapid aging and growing inter-
generational tensions. Finally, I focus on Yanping District to succinctly show how 
the local administration deals with the increasing number of elderly people. 
 
                                                                
54 不是老人变坏，是坏人变老了 
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1949 – 1979 
Soon after the People’s Republic of China was proclaimed by Mao 
Zedong in 1949 in Beijing, the Chinese state took full responsibility for the social 
organization and welfare of its citizens. During almost 20 years (roughly 1958-
1978), each Chinese citizen belonged to a “work unit” (danwei 单位) ensuring 
housing, employment, health care, post offices, supplies, and so on (Whyte 
1984; Shaw 1996). The work unit system secured equal access to goods and 
care, and reshaped a substantial part of Chinese citizens’ life. For example, the 
work units were responsible for providing permission for activities such as travel 
and marriage (Yan 2003). Thus, the traditional social organization based on 
lineage group that anthropologists have extensively studied, a system centered 
around a common ancestor and protecting its elderly members, was erased from 
the legal framework (Freedman 1979; Johnson et al. 1985; Dos Santos 2006). 
During this same period, the Chinese Communist Party implemented a 
Maoist version of the class struggle theory as a governance strategy to solve 
different national issues (Lawrance 1998). An entire generation of Chinese 
citizens learned how their survival, especially if they were poor, depended on 
their capacity to fight and strive. People who were 20 years old in 1966 at the 
beginning of the Cultural Revolution – a national event that still generates mixed 
memories – are 71 years old in 2017.  
 It was also during this Maoist period that religious organizations were 
forced to withdraw from the public sphere and almost disappeared entirely from 
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China (Chau 2011; Yang 2008; Goossaert and Palmer 2011). As we saw earlier, 
the Nanping Gospel Church had to give up all its philanthropic and social actions 
(hospitals, schools, and leprosarium) and to suspend all religious meetings and 
worship events.  
 
1979 – Today.  
With the economic reforms and opening-up policies that began in the early 
1980s, the large work units that characterized socialism under Mao gradually 
disappeared. By the end of the 1990s, work units were mostly replaced by new 
types of factories and companies better suited to a booming economy (Walder 
1996; Yang 1994). The access to goods and care that they provided to their 
retired and working comrades had to be secured through other means. During 
the same period of time, average salaries in Nanping City were increased by a 
factor of 200, leaving those without incomes, such as the elderly people, in a 
precarious situation.  
1979 was also the year in which a new population planning where most 
Chinese couples were forced to have only one child was implemented (Johnson 
2016). This “one-child policy” had multiple impacts on the Chinese population 
and officially ended in 2015 (Li, Yi, and Zhang 2011; Qian 2009). Nevertheless, 
the convergence of factors from rapid modernization, a radical economic shift, 
massive rural immigration, and the one-child policy led the Chinese demographic 
transition to a rapid aging of the population (Davis 1991; Ikels 2004). Since the 
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1990s, the proportion of elderly people has grown quickly, becoming a burden for 
younger generations who often have migrated to larger and richer urban areas, 
embracing a new modern life and leaving their aging parents behind in their rural 
hometowns (England 2005). By 2030, the proportion of people over 65 years old 
should more than double, reaching 18% of the total population.55  
To face this aging problem and the generational gap, the state has 
implemented a relatively slow reform of the pension system and tried to lecture 
new nuclear families on their filial duties of caring for their aging parents (Ikels 
2006; Peng and Fei 2013; Holzmann, O’Keefe, and Dorfman 2013). Also, local 
administrations, especially those in more rural areas, are encouraged to create 
“old age homes” (yanglaoyuan 养老院) to offer a roof and meals to the elderly 
citizens who do not have family members looking after them.  
To share some of the burdens of social welfare, including the ones related 
to an aging population, the Chinese state has gradually allowed organizations 
from the civil society to participle in limited philanthropic and social activities 
(Carrillo, Hood, and Kadetz 2017; Weller et al. 2017). During the 1990s, China 
even witnessed the appearance of burgeoning Non-Governmental Organizations 
(NGOs). However, most of them recently evolved into "Government-Organized 
Non-Governmental Organizations" (GONGOs) where the state steps in to 
regulate their organization, management and financing (Kirby 2013). The current 
                                                                
55 Cf. https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2017-01-05/china-s-rural-poor-bear-the-brunt-of-
the-nation-s-aging-crisis?=supchina accessed on October 23, 2017.  
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trend, quite specific to China, is not to let organizations from the civil society take 
over social welfare, but to benefit from and guide the different resources of these 
organizations under the leadership of the Chinese Communist Party (Wang 
2017). In this context, religious organizations are also strongly encouraged by the 
state to throw their human and financial resources into social welfare, especially 
the ones targeting elderly and poor citizens (Fountain et al. 2015). 
 
The situation of Yanping District 
After this rapid overview of the elderly as an emerging and somehow 
problematic social group, and the state’s response, I want to briefly present the 
ways in which this broader aging trend manifests itself across the Yanping 
District and how the local administration responds to it.  
Northern Fujian is a highly rural territory, and most of the population has 
concentrated in larger cities like Jiangou, Jiangyang, Nanping City, Xiamen and 
Fuzhou. Hamlets and townships are rapidly losing their inhabitants and elderly 
people become the majority there. Nanping City, with its industries and 
administration is less affected by this rural exodus and aging problem, but the 
rest of the district matches with the general Chinese patterns. Villages like Wubu 
and Xiangshan have lost at least two-thirds of their residents, who return only for 
the Chinese New Year.   
In many counties and townships of the Nanping Prefecture, there exist 
public and basic elderly homes. These places consist of a building provided by 
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the local administration where the poorest and weakest citizens can stay for free 
and receive meals. Usually, these local old-age homes are small, hosting around 
15 residents. There are only one or two workers in charge of the meals, and 
there is no formal medical care. In Zhanghu Township, for instance, the local 
administration built an old-age home in 2014 near the King Snake Temple. As of 
July 2017, this place was not yet opened and local people were skeptical about 
its effective opening. A more successful example is in Xiadao where the local 
administration built a home next to the largest popular temple in 2015-2016 and 
has since then begun to accept residents. Again, this small home provides a 
basic pension where elderly people usually live for free and receive meals.  
In Nanping City, the situation is different and is quickly evolving. At the 
end of 2014, the city hosted six elderly homes. One was run by the government, 
one by the True Jesus Church, two by the Gospel Church, and two by private 
entrepreneurs. The last two private homes are both quite recent. The largest one 
was opened on the upper floors (third, fourth and fifth) of a declining work unit 
dispensary looking for new business opportunities. The manager, a woman in her 
thirties, made an agreement with the dispensary to generate a private elderly 
home. The second private one is smaller and simpler. It is owned by a Protestant 
man who previously worked for the Gospel Church’s elderly home. His elderly 
home is located within a former small factory at the edge of a Nanping suburb. All 
these institutions provide housing, meals and various levels of health care. For all 
of them, the pension costs are relatively similar in price, and related to the level 
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of required care. According to my informants, families usually choose an elderly 
home depending on its location and transportation access.  
However, after the new 2015 government regulation on fire safety that I 
present later in this chapter, the Nanping City administration and the True Jesus 
Church closed their elderly homes. The Gospel Church also fused its two 
institutions into one. By the end of 2016, Nanping City had only three elderly 
homes left. In 2017, a new private elderly home opened and another one was 
under construction.56 Clearly, the industry is quickly evolving, but individuals and 
groups are still confident enough to continue investing in it.  
It is worth noting that although direct public funding for elderly homes has 
dried up since 2014, the Nanping City administration supports the growth of the 
elderly home industry, not by opening its own public homes, but by offering 
training sessions to actors involved in the industry. Through long meetings and 
discussions, managers and even staff members have the opportunity to learn 
about new regulations, trends and techniques, but also to network together and 
with state officials to share their concerns, requests, and expertise. During my 
fieldwork, the managers of the Gospel Church elderly homes explained to me 
that they join these meetings a few times a month, depending on their schedule 
and on the particular topics. Even though each private elderly home defines its 
                                                                
56 The new home is named “99,” a name referring to longevity. By contrast, the Gospel Church 
always chooses names for its institutions that relate to love and care.  
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own priorities and remains in competition with the others, the administration plays 
a central role in enforcing training and networking among them.   
From this rapid overview of the situation across the Yanping District, 
where the proportion of elderly people is relatively high and the services to 
support their specific needs rather limited, the following section retraces how the 
Gospel Church came to generate and run its own elderly home.  
 
A first step: the Ren’ai Home.  
According to my informants, it was in 1998 that the Gospel Church opened 
its first elderly home, the Ren’ai Home (平市仁爱老人院) where five of its very old 
and poor Christians stayed. This original home was a rather basic boarding 
house where residents could receive food and basic support for almost free. At 
the beginning, Nanping Christians collected material and financial donations 
among themselves; some offered their time and a few agreed to watch the 
residents. The elderly members lived together in a rather poor house located on 
a hill of Nanping City, and the needs of this burgeoning initiative were simple and 
easy to supply. Today, the original location of this pension is occupied by new 
buildings which are not related to the Gospel Church. Nothing is left to get a 
sense of what the beginning of the Ren’ai Home was and only a few pictures give 
rather limited visual clues.  
It is then the collective memory of my informants who provide access to 
this recent but already vanished history of the Gospel Church elderly home 
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ministry. However, for the pastors, workers and churchgoers, it is “the Church” 
(jiaohui 教会) that initiated and carried on this project. In my inquiry about the 
historical background of the elderly home ministry, the testimonies I collected 
always present the Church as the primordial and singular instigator. Finding the 
first-hand actors or decision-makers of this seminal project turned out impossible. 
Although many remember this initial step twenty years ago, it seemed like 
individuals who supported the project were not alive anymore or have moved 
elsewhere. In the ways in which leaders and churchgoers recall the details of this 
history, where no one claims this past for himself, it is as if particular individuals 
who are still identified and named have physically evaporated even as the old 
location did. However, the responsibility of taking care of poor, elderly Christians 
remains as a single and collective project coming from the Church.  
After the first venture, the practical reality of the project quickly evolved. 
Three years later, in 2001, the Gospel Church started to build a new complex in 
downtown Nanping to enlarge its elderly home and opened it a year later. With 
financial support from abroad and collaboration among Nanping Protestant 
Churches, the Gospel Church began the construction of complex including a 
seven-story main building and a two-story building in front, both crowned by a 
large and visible red cross. This complex remains today, pictures and video 
testifying about the construction are still available, and an inscription on the 
foundation rock inlaid in the facade states: “Nanping City Christian Ren’ai 
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Building, God is Love, the Year of the Lord 2001, May 4th, the foundation laid.”57 
Higher on this wall, next to the large name of the elderly home, a logo with a red 
cross is labeled, “Fujian Province Nanping City Christian – 1866.”58 This specific 
year marks the arrival of the first Protestant missionary in Nanping City, Nathan 
Sites, who supported the birth of the Gospel Church. Other boards and signs on 
the front building also advertise the elderly home and the Gospel Church’s 
support of it.   
This second move was brave in many ways and Pastor Sun had to 
agglomerate all kinds of support to make this enterprise possible. First, it was a 
new and financially ambitious initiative from a Christian group to build such a 
large building for something other than a place of worship. Second, the Gospel 
Church dared to use land that was legally uncertain. Unlike the rest of today’s 
Gospel Church properties, which are all registered under the official name of the 
Gospel Church, the property used for this construction is owned by the 
prefectural Protestant Association (lianghui两会), an administrative joint entity in 
charge of Protestant affairs where Church leaders from all official Protestant 
Churches and officials from the Bureau of Religious Affairs work together.59 All 
the lands that have been returned to local Christians from the 1980s were owned 
                                                                
57 南平市基督教仁爱大楼   上帝是爱  主后二 00 一年五月四日奠基 
58 福建省南平市基督教 1866  
59 The lianghui – the two meetings – is a joint organization at each administrative level where the 
Three-Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) and the China Christian Council (CCC) collaborate to 
manage questions related to Protestant communities, such as social service ministry, publication, 
education, training ministry, and overseas related ministry.  
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by this prefectural association, and at that time, this institution officially included 
all Protestant Churches of the Nanping Prefecture. But the growth of 
Protestantism in the 1980s quickly brought the administrative sub-units of the 
Nanping Prefecture to create their own association. For example, the cities of 
Jianou, Jianyang, Wuyishan created their own lianghui. Only the Yanping District 
around Nanping City never established its own association.  
Today, the Yanping Protestant Churches remain alone under the 
management of the prefectural association and most initial members affiliate 
elsewhere. This unusual situation still technically gives rights to other Protestant 
churches and state agencies over the usufruct of the land used by the Gospel 
Church for its elderly home. This also complicates any change on the land 
property and partially explains most recent developments of the Gospel Church 
elderly home as we will see further in this chapter.  
Nevertheless, in 2002 the freshly built home welcomed 40 residents, using 
only a few floors of the two new buildings. The rest of the space was used by the 
Gospel Church itself as an activity center with meeting rooms and offices. This 
early organization helped the elderly residents to remain in close relation with 
other churchgoers. However, as the years passed, the number of pensioners 
increased, and the elderly home occupied more and more space until the point 
that it monopolized the whole complex.  
In 2016, the first floor of the main building was devoted to the principal 
entry, offices, a dining hall, a kitchen, a pharmacy and the mortuary. Then, most 
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of the rooms from the second to the fifth floors were bedrooms with one or two 
residents who were more autonomous. A few rooms hosted couples, husband 
and wife, growing old together. On the sixth and seventh floors was an open 
room area with dozens of beds. The residents there usually had poorer health; 
they are less autonomous and need more care. At the front building, the lower 
floor was an open room with dozens of beds, and the upper floor was a 
multipurpose room. In this large room, like in most rooms and hallways of the 
complex, one can see some distinct Christian symbols, such as Christmas 
decorations that remain throughout the year.  
Although the elderly people slowly took over the whole space, the Ren’ai 
Home was never able to pay for it. The initial investment for the construction was 
provided by the Gospel Church network. Pastor Sun raised donations from 
individual Christians of the Gospel Church, and from his personal network 
beyond the Yanping District. Then, the growing elderly home paid rent, but was 
never able to buy the place or to at least reimburse the Gospel Church for its 
initial investment. This reveals the financial limits of the Ren’ai Home, which 
remains a charitable foundation trying its best to be self-supporting.  
The price of the pension at the Ren’ai Home was between 1,650 RMB and 
2,800 RMB (220-370 USD) per month in 2016. Since most residents did not have 
any individual income, the pension was usually paid by their relatives. To 
maintain the price of the pension as affordable, the Ren’ai Home adjusted the 
cost to the financial resources of the resident’s family and to the provided care. 
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For instance, one of the elderly residents had four children who lived for a few 
weeks in turn within the room of their disabled mother. In this unusual case, the 
co-residing family member assumed most of the care, and the Ren’ai Home only 
provided daily medical expertise, meals, and a safe environment. There was also 
a man in his 70s, still very healthy but facing anxiety, financial difficulties and a 
lack of family support who occupied a whole room by himself. Clearly, the Ren’ai 
Home was a flexible entity building on various “bricolages”, including financially 
ones, to respond to the needs of the elderly people.   
 
FIGURE 24: AFTERNOON CHITCHAT AT THE REN'AI HOME 
In this context, one of the main challenges of the Ren’ai Home was to 
constantly recruit new residents in order to replace departed ones and maintain a 
certain viability to the growing structure. According to its director, Mrs. Chan, the 
institution needed at least 120 residents to be self-supporting. In early 2016, 160 
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residents, for a total capacity of 200 beds, were registered. Ten residents were 
not Christians, and there were also a reasonable number of residents who were 
not exactly elderly persons, but younger people with mental or physical 
disabilities requiring daily assistance. Implicitly, the Ren’ai Home had evolved 
from being a co-housing home for a few elderly Christians to a more multi-
purpose and semi-medical institution, still officially registered as an elderly home.  
Regarding the staff, 42 employees including 20 caregivers, six cooks, two 
accountants, and other staff members worked for the Ren’ai Home in 2016. A 
majority of these workers were Christian women (Catholic or Protestant), but not 
all. They all received at least 2,300 RMB (328 USD) per month, but sometimes 
4,000 RMB (606 USD) for those with the highest responsibilities (nurses, medical 
doctors). The average monthly salary was around 2,800 RMB (424 USD). 
Beyond salary in cash, staff members could buy their meals from the elderly 
home for a fair price. Some employees also benefited from housing provided by 
the home. But these advantages remained fairly modest compared to those from 
other Nanping City work units and factories.60  
The rather low salaries, the smell of the working environment, and its dirty 
nature made the Ren’ai Home subject to constant difficulties in hiring enough 
staff. Working in an elderly home was culturally embarrassing and shameful, 
perceived as “being a servant” and “washing others’ poop.” Consequently, the 
                                                                
60 During the interviews I conducted, I often heard that young people in Nanping refuse work that 
pays less than 3,000 RMB (455 USD) per month. Workers within the local clothing industry 
makes between 3,000 and 5,000 RMB per month (roughly 455-758 USD).  
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management team adjusted salaries every year and invited non-Christian 
workers. Still, in 2016, most workers could not take a day off due to the lack of 
sufficient workforce, and even needed to assume extra working hours.  
Mrs. Tang is the laundry lady. She is a humble and extremely discreet 
woman taking care of all the laundry. She worked on the flat roof of the 
main building where all the laundry equipment is. In summer, it is a hot 
and glaringly bright space. In winter, it is cold and windy. While cleaning 
bed sheets, dirty pajamas, and many other smelly soiled fabrics, she 
usually listens to pre-recorded Christian teachings and biblical readings. 
She became a Christian in 1996 through the encouragement of her 
mother-in-law. Her father-in-law also converted before his death. Now she 
is proud that her daughter is a Christian too. When I explicitly asked her, 
Mrs. Tang was embarrassed to acknowledge that her husband has not yet 
believed in Jesus. But she explained that he did read the bible once. 
“Praise the Lord,” she concluded. According to her, he does not mind her 
being a Christian, but complains about all the time she spends at Church. 
She has worked here since last year after leaving the Nanping paper 
factory. She intentionally moved to the elderly home because it is a 
Christian place that was in need of more workers. “Praise the Lord.” She 
has two days off per month. When she helped me with my own laundry, 
she strongly refused any payment or return gift. She incessantly declined 
personal reward and even returned my French chocolate, insisting that we 
should simply thank God. “Praise the Lord.”  
 
A side effect of the Ren’ai Home’s financial fragility and lack of staff was 
that the home had to hire people with very low education. Hence, it was difficult 
for the management team to implement new norms and policies. The effective 
enactment of new legal requirements for elderly homes faced the lax attitude 
among workers about security norms (smoking in the proper place), working 
commitments (avoiding long chats and repeated break times), and hygienic 
norms, and so on. Becoming a more hygienic and safe place was not necessarily 
a self-evident move for many of them. Furthermore, the fact that the Ren’ai 
Home has very little financial leverage to create incentive made it even harder to 
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become a semi-medical institution and follow the broader trend of the Chinese 
elderly home industry.  
These management issues were under the supervision of Mrs. Chan, the 
manager of the Ren’ai Home, helped by an assistant.  
Mrs. Chan is a woman in her mid-forties, often joyfully laughing and 
always trying to be positive. She comes from Guangzhou; her mother 
tongue is Cantonese. She has five siblings, and all of them are still living 
in Guangdong Province and taking care of her parents. While she was 
working in Shenzhen, she met her husband, a man from Nanping City. In 
2004, after following her husband back to Nanping, she started to work at 
the Ren’ai Home as a caregiver. Her salary was 400 RMB (61 USD) per 
month, an extremely low income at that time. In order to support her 
family, she would do some part-time work on the side. Today (2016), she 
earns ten times more per month, and as she says: “Praise the Lord!” 
(ganxiezhu感谢主). Even if her salary remains modest, she still feels 
guilty, or maybe embarrassed, for making money from an old age home. 
She says that she has mixed feeling about that.  
For instance, her daughter who graduated a few year ago is now working 
in northern China, managing six persons and earning 6,000 RMB (909 
USD) per month. Although Mrs. Chan does not have to give money to 
support her daughter or parents, she still points out that she is managing 
42 workers and supervising an average of 160 elderly residents while 
making only 4000 RMB (606 USD). Clearly, being the manager of a 
Christian elderly home is not financially profitable. She insists that it is just 
for of the love of Christ, and to help the Church.  
The main difficulty with her work is that she has to maintain the budget 
sustainably and still deal with residents’ relatives who are always arguing 
to get a cheaper pension. Customers easily bring up the fact that it is a 
Christian home, supposedly full of love, to request a lower price. 
Nevertheless, Mrs. Chan’s strong faith makes her committed to manage 
difficulties and carry forward the service of the elderly people in need. She 
knows each resident personally, and every single day she visits each of 
them. She insists that the elderly home exists to show the love of God. 
Whether the person is rich or poor, healthy or senile, the home welcomes 
everyone and shares the teaching of Christ.  
Finally, since Mrs. Chan loves singing, she is one of the singer-dancers in 
charge of the ‘Evangelical Style’ service every Sunday night at the Gospel 
Church. 
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FIGURE 25: A CAREGIVER WITH ONE RESIDENT 
Yet, the management of Ren’ai Home was not only under the supervision 
of Mrs. Chan and her assistant. Indeed, Pastor Sun gave his approval for most 
decisions. For instance, when employees tried to renegotiate their meal 
schedule, asking to eat first before feeding the residents, or even when Mrs. 
Chan wanted to move her office to a different room, Pastor Sun had to approve 
the changes first. Thus, Pastor Sun, Mrs. Chan and her assistant met once a 
month to review and manage the situation of the Ren’ai Home. Through these 
decision-making processes, it is the link between the Gospel Church and the 
Ren’ai Home that was at stake. Although the offices of the Gospel Church were 
198 
 
 
 
not in the same buildings anymore, the Gospel Church’s leaders and the Ren’ai 
Home managers remain in a very close relationship, the Church presiding at 
decisions of the elderly home’s future. Pastor Sun, but also other co-pastors like 
Pastor Chen and Pastor Hu, stop by the home at least a few times a month.  
Each time the Ren’ai Home has a need, such as hiring new workers or 
financial issues, the pastoral team and Mrs. Chan mobilize the network of the 
Gospel Church by making announcements at the end of every single service of 
all churches across the entire Yanping District.61 Also, during the major worship 
services of the Gospel Church, such as during Christmas, Easter and 
Thanksgiving, the Ren’ai Home was always mentioned either as a reason to give 
thanks to the Lord, or to report on the overall situation of the home. During my 
long-term fieldwork, this kind of announcement related to the elderly home 
occurred almost every month.  
A major consequence of these recurrent announcements is that every 
Nanping Christian is aware of the existence of this Christian elderly home. The 
Church owns an elderly home and it is not a secret that Nanping Christians 
regularly provide financial support to the Ren’ai Elderly Home. However, there is 
no trace of these donations at the entry of the elderly home. At the Ren’ai Home, 
there was no list, board, or stele recalling the names of generous donators. Only 
                                                                
61 As a reminder, this network covers more than 20 places of worship and engages around 3,000 
worshippers on a regular Sunday.  
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the red crosses and the name of the Gospel Church gave a clue of who stands 
behind the place.62  
 This situation is in strong contrast with what is observed in most Nanping 
temples. In these non-Christian religious foundations, there are steles and 
boards near the entry where one can read detailed lists of the main sponsors’ 
names. Either for the organization of a major festival or for the construction of a 
new hall, the name of each sponsor (individuals, companies, state agencies, or 
work units) and the precise amounts they allocated are carefully recorded and 
publicly displayed. Sometimes parts of the building, like pillars and beams, have 
the name of their sponsor on them. Thus, lists of names are almost everywhere 
in temples and ancestral halls, displaying the social network behind the building, 
and many are engraved in permanent stone stele near the main entry. Nothing 
like this exists inside the Gospel Church’s buildings, either within its churches or 
its elderly homes. Instead, the entry of the elderly home had a large board with 
all the current residents’ names and pictures. Anyone entering into the Ren’ai 
Home notices its religious affiliation and immediately identifies who lives there, 
but could not know which individual, family, clan, or work unit, besides the 
Gospel Church, paid for it.  
 
 
                                                                
62 For instance, all the chairs of the Ren’ai Home dining hall were marked “Nanping City Gospel 
Church.” They were initially used for the second-floor chapel of the Gospel Church, but when the 
chapel got new furniture, these chairs were given to the elderly home.    
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The Ren’ai Home tutelary entity: the Church  
Before further exploring the investment of the Gospel Church within the 
elderly home industry, and making my argument more complex, I want to 
momentarily step back and highlight how behind the concrete Ren’ai Home – a 
social institution that reached a variety of persons and situations and faced all 
kind of issues and uncertainties – there was the Church standing as a 
permanent, unified, and reliable sponsor. I argue that this being, the Church, is 
more than the Christians themselves. It is a semi-transcendent being that speaks 
about how the Christianizing assemblage structures itself and interacts with the 
broader society. 
 Whether through the ways in which history is recalled, or through the 
ways concrete support is maintained and recorded, the Gospel Church as a 
whole appears as the main actor who generated and preserved the Ren’ai 
Home. The crosses and the boards naming the Church clearly suggest that in the 
midst of rapid economic and social changes, it is not Mrs. Chan’s devotion and 
self-sacrifice, Pastor Sun’s charisma or any specific investor who upheld this 
project. It was the Church. Since 1998, this Nanping Christianizing assemblage 
ensures together the sustainability and the continuity of the Ren’ai Home 
institution, and through it, the care for the elderly people in need. The obliteration 
of individual sponsors’ names ensures that no one except the Christian Church 
gains recognition for this long-standing action.  
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In his study of religious conversion to Christianity within the Chinese 
diaspora, Andrew Abel shows that Chinese Christians implement gift-giving and 
helping behaviors that are important for the conversion of non-Christian Chinese 
relatives and migrants, but that are quite distinct from what anthropologists of 
Chinese societies have recently described and discussed (Abel 2006). Scholars 
have shown that the flow of gifts among Chinese is both peculiar and crucial 
(King 1991; Yang 1994; Yan 1996; Hwang 1987). Building on the importance of 
face, reciprocity, and networking, the constant gift-giving processes that Chinese 
people nourish among themselves leads to the construction of guanxi (关系
relationships), which in turn operate as a basic means of getting things done. 
However, Abel explains that Chinese Christians anonymously give to their 
Church, which then abundantly gives to new migrants and Chinese in need. 
Those in return may feel obligated to participate in the Church activities and even 
sometimes convert to Christianity. According to the researcher, the Chinese 
Christian community designs its flow of gifts in a way that is anonymous, to 
perfect strangers and persons of lower status, with no expectation of return. 
Then, “the sense of debt generated by the generalized reciprocity seems to go to 
the congregation as a whole, rather than to facilitate dyadic exchanges between 
individuals” (Abel 2006:172). Yet, because Abel is primarily interested in 
discussing conversion processes, he does not point out the peculiar entity 
emerging along the process, “the congregation as a whole”, namely, the Church.  
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In a similar way with Chinese Christians from the diaspora, Nanping 
Christians who engage in the elderly home industry, giving time and money to 
people in need, deny personal merit to instead point out that it is the Church – in 
relation to the Lord – that allows the social service to exist and persist. The 
tremendous commitment of many individual actors, Mrs. Chan, Mrs. Tang, Pastor 
Sun, but also the recurrent short visits of Church members and their financial 
supporters are continuously downplayed. All individuals – workers, funders, 
leaders – and all specific amounts somehow evaporate.  
At the Ren’ai Home, only the red crosses and signs about the Church 
identify the initiator of the place. As we will see again through the most recent 
developments, Nanping Christians purposefully maintain and reinforce a visible 
link between their elderly home and its Christian origin. The elderly home had to 
be a Christian place, a sign of the Lord’s love, an outcome of the Church’s effort, 
and not the one of any individual actor or secular program. They refused to 
support social services for the sake of social services. They refused to convert 
their collective effort into a mere socialist secular action, but kept the red cross 
and the Christmas decorations ostentatiously present. Their efforts are related to 
the Christian face; they are a response to their God’s “love,” pointing to his 
particular presence.   
Still, their efforts are not just the sum of the good deeds of pious 
Christians. Records of an individual’s good deeds are not publicly displayed, 
even if they are Christian. The efforts of individual Christians, either the ones of 
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the laundry woman or the Pastor, are transferred to another name, a name that 
keeps reappearing beside the presence of the Lord – the Church. It is the Church 
who acts to show the love of their Lord. I consequently argue that what matters to 
the Gospel Church Christians is not only to give time and money to be “good 
Christians” or “to love the elderly in need.” It also matters to them to let the 
Church appear as a collective and virtual being, as the distinct and active 
coordinator of the Christian philanthropy.  
Surely this effort to unmark their commitment could be interpreted as a 
mere strategic humility, a moral duty that accumulates even more merits. This 
concern for humility is certainly at play, but this does not entirely acknowledge 
why they identify so clearly the Church – and not just their God – as the one who 
does the work. Also, reducing their behavior to strategic humility would put all the 
emphasis on the individuals without recognizing the collective entity that they 
introduce among them and with whom they collaborate. Among individual 
humans, Christian and non-Christian, and the Christian face, there is the Church.  
Thus, the elderly home of the Gospel Church reveals that Nanping 
Christians are not simply engaged in an individualistic relationship with their God 
or with isolated poor people. They mediate their relationships among them and 
with non-Christians through the Church. They do not simply give to each other, 
but they give to the Church and the Church gives to them. Nanping Christians 
generate a particular and collective being that mediates and regulates their 
relations and the flow of goods and deeds. Acknowledging the effective presence 
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of God and living in the presence of his face is not only done by individual 
Protestants and individual actions, but mediated by an intermediary actor – the 
Church. The social economy promoted through the elderly home integrates more 
than human actors (e.g., generous Christians and poor elderly people); it 
integrates the Church.  
In this flow of efforts, time, and commitment, the Christian Church appears 
as more than a worship group entirely focused on its God, but displays itself as a 
public sponsor that cares and helps with current social issues. The Church is 
neither a lineage group like one can find in the Chinese environment, caring first 
and foremost about its own elderly members. Instead, Christians use their elderly 
members to do more, generating their own organization – a elderly home – to 
respond to broader social needs. This may attract more members and generate 
what Wu, Huang, and Weller call “political merit-making” ( Weller et al. 2017). I 
will return to this point later. More fundamentally, the fact that many non-
Christians benefit from the Christian elderly homes without being forced to 
convert blurs the border between Christians and non-Christians. This economy 
reveals that the Church does not simply equal the group of Christians; it is more 
than the particular Gospel Church.  
After pointing to the emergence of an intermediary sponsor, the Church, in 
the encounter between Christians and the broader society, we still need to 
specify better how this sponsorship operates. If the Church reflects some sort of 
autonomy, how is it orienting itself and setting its priority? What channels agency 
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inside the Church? To unfold the ways in which the Church operates in relation to 
the Nanping population, we need to continue exploring the growth of the Gospel 
Church elderly home and present its most recent developments.   
 
The rebirth of the elderly home  
Opening a second elderly home: The Ren’ai Nursing Home  
In 2012, Mr. Liao contacted the Gospel Church pastoral team to offer a 
new business opportunity. Because of the clothing industry crisis, this local boss 
was looking for new partnerships and investments. His large and brand-new 
factory was under risk, his business was suddenly declining and Mr. Liao decided 
to look for fresh possibilities, including ones in the elderly home industry.  
Mr. Liao is a man in his early fifties, who has one elder brother and one 
elder sister. His parents are from Jukou (Zhanghu area), and his dad was 
an active member of the Communist Party working for the Zhanghu 
administration for many decades. In 1978, when Mr. Liao was still 13, he 
came to study in Nanping City. His parents and the rest of the family 
moved to the city later in 1984. When Mr. Liao turned 18 in 1983, he was 
assigned to a work unit producing cloth in Nanping City. This gave him 
access to professional training as a technician for weaving machines but 
also to housing, the work unit’s canteen, and a salary of 23 RMB (3.5 
USD) per month. He still remembers that he was allowed to work extra 
hours and could earn up to 57 RMB (8.6 USD) per month. Still, it was 
almost impossible to save anything.  
In May 1988, he married a colleague of his. In 1989, Mr. Liao and his wife 
left their work unit and moved to Shenzhen, the booming city on the Hong 
Kong border. By working twelve hours a day, Mr. Liao was able to earn 
1,200 RMB (182 USD) per month, which meant 100 times more than what 
he could make in Nanping at that time. In 1992, he moved to Quanzhou, a 
coastal city of Fujian Province, for a job at 1,800 RMB (273 USD) within a 
factory of a former Nanping colleague. There, his first son was born in 
1993 and he met a Taiwanese entrepreneur who later became a key 
partner. When this Taiwanese friend started a new clothing industry in 
Thailand, Mr. Liao moved alone to this foreign country. From 1995 to 
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1998, he worked there in collaboration with one local Chinese-Thai 
manager and the Taiwanese colleague to supervise the new factory while 
providing his technical expertise in clothing.  
In 1999, Mr. Liao turned 35, an age when a man, according to him, is 
supposed to settle down. He decided to return to Nanping City to open his 
own factory. At that time, a cheap labor force was coming from poorer 
regions of China (Sichuan) to Fujian. These people worked at least 10 
hours per day, 6 days a week, for 300/400 RMB (roughly 45-61 USD) per 
month. While his company grew quickly, Mr. Liao repeatedly borrowed 
money to buy weaving machines and build two large six-story towers. In 
2009, he even built a third tower next to the factory to house his staff.  
However, in 2010 the clothing market started to seriously decline. At the 
same time, new regulations, environmental norms, and salaries kept 
growing. Quickly, the clothing industry in Myanmar, Vietnam, and Laos 
became a serious threat to Chinese production, forcing Mr. Liao to reorient 
his business strategy. In addition, the social conditions of his workforce 
were evolving. The young and single girls coming from Sichuan ten years 
earlier had become women in their thirties and forties married to local men 
and had families. They were now more experienced and requesting more 
time and better salaries. It was during this period that Mr. Liao became 
more responsive to his elder sister’s invitation to trust Jesus and the 
Christian Church.  
His sister, Mrs. Liao, had converted to the Christian God in the mid-1980s 
after witnessing how her grandmother faced cancer and death. This 
grandmother grew up before World War II in a Zhanghu Christian family, 
affiliated with the Methodist Mission. Even though Mrs. Liao was not 
raised as a Christian, and never spoke about Jesus at home during her 
childhood, she still remembers her grandmother discreetly reciting prayers 
at night. So, in the mid-1980s she was the first one in the family to return 
to church and receive baptism. Soon she was followed by her own mother 
who is today an active member of the Gospel Church. In 2010, her 
daughter, after joining activities and Youth Camps of the Gospel Church 
for years, finally received baptism. In 2012, Mrs. Liao’s daughter’s young 
husband also received baptism. However, Mrs. Liao’s father, an active 
member of the Communist Party, and her elder brother, a retired 
policeman, had not yet formerly agree to believe in Jesus. As she pointed 
out, it is more sensitive for a man of their generation to do so, but they do 
not oppose to the bible.  
Nevertheless, in the early 2010s, her little brother, Mr. Liao, the 
entrepreneur of the family, became more open to the Christian faith. He 
finally decided to put his trust in Jesus and to collaborate with the Gospel 
Church. He received baptism in 2012.  
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When Mr. Liao came to the Gospel Church pastoral team offering to 
convert half of his factory to whatever could appear workable, Pastor Sun 
decided to use this opportunity to create a second, larger and more modern 
elderly home. Still, the size of the factory and the struggles of the Ren’ai Home 
indicated that opening a second elderly home was not an obvious decision to 
many Christians and co-Pastors of the Gospel Church. Would the Church be 
able to find enough investors to make this project viable? Would Christians have 
to give more of their time and money? Is the Church able to take the risk of 
failing? How much should the nursing industry be the priority of the Church?  
 All these questions generated a year of discussion and negotiation, either 
during meetings of the pastoral team, or during numerous informal tea times and 
chats among Christians and their pastors. Also, announcements at the end of the 
Church services were occasionally used as an opportunity for informing, and 
even promoting the new project. This happened just before my long-term 
fieldwork in Nanping City and I did not directly witness these negotiations and 
debates. However, during my fieldwork, I gradually joined, as a silent observer, 
the weekly meetings of the pastoral team and many of the informal tea times and 
large meals that constitute the soft diplomacy of the Gospel Church pastoral 
team. Thus, I witnessed how negotiations and deliberations effectively occur. If 
most of the time they take the form of a casual discussion, they can turn into a 
formally gentle but implicitly contradicting argument, or in rare occasions, into an 
openly screaming conflict. While Pastor Sun may be the head pastor who 
208 
 
 
 
ultimately makes decisions and controls the Gospel Church’s main orientation, 
the pastoral team is not just passive and obedient. Pastor Chen, for instance, 
regularly dares to oppose Pastor Sun’s new projects and pushes for active 
debates among the co-pastors. Also, Pastor Sun knows that for the sake of his 
decisions, he needs a certain level of agreement and support among the pastors. 
Ultimately, he does rely on his pastoral team and still forces them to follow his 
leadership.  
Still, many Christians and co-pastors were skeptical about the new elderly 
home project, while knowing that Pastor Sun would still make the final decision. 
Pastor Sun knew that such an ambitious project could be viable and doable only 
with strong enough support from the Church network. Finally, he offered to create 
a different structure in which private investors could join. Instead of duplicating 
the structure of the Ren’ai Home, a charitable organization directly under the 
leadership and financial sponsorship of the Church, the Gospel Church would 
support a joint investment where private investors could have involvement 
through the ownership of shared stocks.  
Consequently, in mid-2013, Mr. Liao invested half of the land of his factory 
and allocated two of the three buildings to the new joint project. Pastor Sun, on 
behalf of the Gospel Church, brought a large amount of money and collected 
donations from other Churches all around China. Private Christian investors from 
Nanping also brought financial investment in the project and bought shared 
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stocks. At that point, the Gospel Church owned more than half of the stock, 
securing its leadership in the new project.  
From the summer 2013 to early 2014, major renovations were done at Mr. 
Liao’s factory to transform it into a modern nursing home fitting the new 
standards promoted by the Chinese administration. A young entrepreneur 
working in construction and interior design, who just completed the construction 
of the Nanping Best Western Hotel and who recently came to trust Jesus, was 
hired to handle the reconstruction project. No large red crosses were added to 
the buildings, but a large part of the main floor became a permanent chapel. The 
first residents began to arrive in July 2014, and the Ren’ai Nursing Home (南平市
仁爱护理院) was officially opened.  
 
FIGURE 26: THE REN'AI NURSING HOME, A FORMER FACTORY 
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The Nursing Home is made of two large towers in a green and quiet 
environment at the edge of a Nanping suburb, next to the Jianxi brook. Unlike the 
Ren’ai Elderly Home, the new institution claims to be a nursing home (huliyuan 
护理院) more oriented toward semi-medical care. The first floor of the smaller 
tower constitutes the kitchen and the dining hall. Upper floors are rooms for 
workers or guests.63 The main floor of the larger tower includes offices, a chapel 
with an immovable Christian cross and an open space for parking. The second 
floor is partially occupied by the manager’s office, his small apartment, and some 
offices. The rest of the floor is filled with two-bedroom suites inspired by a hotel 
layout. The third floor is a mixture of smaller and larger closed rooms, designed 
to host from four to twelve residents. The fourth and fifth floors appear more like 
a Chinese hospital, full of large open spaces hosting between eight and eleven 
persons. From the central hallway, the visitor can see across the entire space. 
Most residents who require intensive care remain on these floors. Although 
elderly people usually prefer having a room by themselves, the designers of the 
new project tried to combine different approaches (hospital vs. hotel) to address 
the diversity of situations and to help the work of the caregivers.  
Initially, the Nursing Home was designed to accept up to 260 residents. In 
April 2015, there were 74 residents and the majority of them were not Christian. 
The average cost for a stay varied from 2,000 to 2,500 RMB (roughly 303-379 
                                                                
63 During my fieldwork in Nanping, I lived most of the time in an apartment on the fourth floor of 
this tower, initially used by Mr. Liao himself. This residence gave me a unique chance to be an 
observant participant of the nursing home. 
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USD) per month. Again, the amount depended on the needs of the resident and 
on the incomes of her/his family. Also, this new institution provided a safe space 
for younger disabled people. For instance, a 50-year-old man who was in poor 
health due to a car accident many years ago and is unable to walk, moved in. 
Another younger resident had extremely severe diabetes, which limits his 
capacities and requires daily treatments. Another one suffered from epilepsy. 
Clearly, the care for elderly people provides benefits and opportunities to other 
types of people too.   
During the conversion of Mr. Liao’s factory, Mr. Yu, a Christian 
entrepreneur owning several motorbike shops in Nanping City, was called by the 
pastoral team to become the manager of the new Ren’ai Nursing Home. This 
man converted to Christianity in his early thirties (20 years ago) and was also 
involved at the Gospel Church, where he was elected deacon several times. 
After accepting the Pastors’ calling, he came to supervise all the aspects of the 
Nursing Home, such as construction, daily hygiene of the residents, 
advertisements and commercials. Although he still owned motorbike shops, he 
spent most of his time at the Nursing Home, with a bedroom at the back of his 
office to stay on duty at night. Also, a stable staff was slowly put together and in 
early 2015, 20 workers served at the Ren’ai Nursing Home, including five male 
and six female caregivers, three cooks, a laundry person, one manager, among 
others.   
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Although the Nursing Home is officially a shared capital company, it also 
uses the network of the Gospel Church to search for new employees. However, it 
was still difficult to find enough staff. For instance, the Nursing Home had serious 
difficulties during its first year of business finding employees trained in medical 
care (nurse or medical doctor). Therefore, it was Teacher Wang who visited at 
least twice a week, providing the minimum medical expertise:  
Teacher Wang is from Zhanghu Township, and his family has been 
Christian for several generations. He is a retired medical doctor trained in 
Chinese medicine and was raised in an atheist environment. However, he 
still remembers his grandparents praying at night and mentioning the 
name of God during his childhood. In 1980, he came to work at the 
Nanping Hospital and became a medical doctor in Chinese medicine. He 
was then 20 years old. His mother insisted that he and his siblings go to 
the Gospel Church to receive baptism. She was convinced that the end of 
the world was coming soon.64 Soon after receiving baptism to please his 
mother, Teacher Wang neglected the Church and slowly stopped 
attending Christian meetings.  
Ten years later, though, he became intrigued by the power of qigong 
practices that according to him are able to produce levitation, to move 
objects without touching, and so on. While he began studying qigong, he 
suddenly remembered that God was more powerful than anything else 
and decided to return to the Gospel Church and study Christ’s teaching.  
In 1995, he was elected deacon of the Church. In 2001, he finally agreed 
to quit his position at the Nanping public hospital and spent two years in 
Manila for more advanced theological training. After returning to Nanping 
City, he served within the Gospel Church as a “Teacher.” His training 
abroad makes him legally unable to be ordained as pastor, but he acts as 
a pastor within the pastoral team of the Gospel Church.  
His medical competencies brought him to support the creation of the 
Ren’ai Nursing Home and to provide free medical consultations during the 
first year of operation. Again, each time I pointed to the achievement of 
the Gospel Church through the new elderly home, or whenever I 
acknowledged Teacher Wang’s personal commitment to the well-being of 
the elderly people, he systematically replied – “Praise the Lord” 
(ganxiezhu 感谢主).  
                                                                
64 Based on my interviews, this concern was widespread in Nanping Prefecture in the early 1980s 
and late 1990s.  
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The new Nursing Home and the Ren’ai Elderly Home were both creative 
to update their practices and improve their services. In August 2015, the two 
managers, Mrs. Chan and Mr. Yu, joined a ten-day training trip organized by the 
Fujian Association of Elderly Homes to visit and study elderly homes in Taiwan. 
At the local level, a medical team from the Nanping public hospitals was 
sometimes sent to provide information to caregivers and basic free heath 
checkups for the residents.  
In April 2015, the Gospel Church was able to formally invite an American 
Brethren in Christ expert, a former manager of an American elderly home, to 
offer a one-month training to workers of the two Gospel Church nursing homes. 
This consultant, Emerson Lesher, was officially invited by the national China 
Christian Council in collaboration with the Mennonite Health Services – a US-
based association.65 After a short stop by Shanghai where he met delegates from 
the China Christian Council, he spent three full weeks in Nanping City, offering 
five hours of professional training per day, five days each week. He engaged 
mostly with Mrs. Chan and Mr. Yu, but also with the staff – going through all the 
details of their daily routine, medical concerns, bedroom layouts, financial 
strategy, and structural challenges. During his entire stay, he was helped by a 
young translator, a Christian woman speaking perfect English who was hired by 
the Gospel Church. 
                                                                
65 https://www.mhsonline.org/consultants accessed on November 3, 2017.  
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 In the midst of this professional training, the Gospel Church organized a 
few formal meetings with local officials from the United Front, the departments of 
Religious Affairs and Social Affairs, while securing coverage by local and 
regional newspapers. The Gospel Church actively publicized this visit as an 
example of the Christian commitment to the “Chinese Dream,” a new political 
leitmotiv defining the agenda of the Chinese Communist Party.  
 
FIGURE 27: TRAINING WITH AN AMERICAN EXPERT 
Beyond these organizational and training issues, the daily life at the 
Nursing Home is rather simple, tranquil and regular. Days are structured by three 
meals and two snack times, which occupy a fair amount of time. Then, there is 
the daily shower, for which most residents require assistance. In the remaining 
time, many walk around the Nursing Home complex, watching the traffic in the 
nearby streets or playing cards with fellow residents.  
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Like at the Ren’ai Elderly Home, the Nursing Home has regular activities 
and visitors. For instance, the Ren’ai Home organizes movie projections twice a 
month. On occasion, the Nursing Home staff take some residents for short visits 
and walks to Nanping public parks. During the main festivals of the year 
(Christmas, Chinese New Year, Easter), groups of children from the Gospel 
Church’s kindergartens, diverse groups of adults from the Gospel Church, and 
individuals from local work units visit and perform dances and songs at the two 
homes. During these months of celebration, both homes are decked out with 
decorations, such as the Christmas Santa Claus and Chinese New Year 
lanterns.   
 
Religious life in the two homes 
Among all the visitors who constantly come to the Ren’ai Home and the 
Nursing Home, Christian groups come every week to entertain the elderly 
residents. They sing Christian hymns with residents who accept them; they share 
Christian stories and talk about the universal love of Jesus. At both places, 
residents are often invited to believe in Jesus and to receive baptism.  
Every Sunday, one pastor from the Gospel Church comes to each home 
to celebrate a one-and-a-half-hour Sunday service. The service follows the exact 
same content (reading, hymns, sermon) as the ones in other places of worship of 
the Gospel Church. A few volunteers from the Gospel Church also come to play 
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music and help with the hymns. A fair amount of residents, but not all, attend the 
services.  
Grandma Li is from Wenzhou (Zhejiang Province) and was born in 1931. 
When she was 29, she moved with her husband to Nanping City, which 
back then was a more prosperous place than many other cities in Zhejiang 
and Fujian. She has two sons and two daughters. All of them are now 
married, each with his/her own grown-up single child. There is no one left 
for her to take care of.  
Grandma Li is very healthy, getting up every morning at 5:30 a.m., and 
spending most of her time outside of her bedroom, chatting with the staff 
or sitting outdoors watching whatever happens in the neighborhood. She 
also helps other residents to walk around, and even washes her own 
laundry. In fact, she appreciates her stay at the Nursing Home. Often, she 
invited me to eat some oranges or peanuts to chat and enjoy the 
company. She loved to give me a daily report on what happened at the 
Nursing Home, sometimesmaking fun of the few residents who had 
dementia. Grandma Li is always laughing and happy.  
Some of her children or grandchildren visit her every week. For the 
Chinese New Year, they usually drove together to spend a few days in 
Wenzhou with her. When I told her that Wenzhou was famous abroad for 
all its Christians, she replied that there are also many people believing in 
Amitofo (Amida Buddha). Grandma Li is not a Christian. At the Nursing 
Home, she does not mind all the visits and songs from Jesus’s followers, 
but she does not sit with them either. Although she might sit near the 
Sunday service and listen to the sermon, she keeps doing her own things 
and deals directly with Amitofo whenever she needs.    
 
At both homes, a special moment is the death of a resident. This happens 
on a quite regular basis. The Ren’ai Nursing Home witnessed forty departures 
during its first year of business (out of an average of 74 residents). When a 
Christian resident is dying, Christians from the Church and from the staff come to 
quietly pray for her/him. However, if a non-Christian is dying, only his/her family 
is allowed to come. Christian elderly homes, like other public elderly homes, do 
not accept the presence of Buddhist nuns or monks chanting prayers in the 
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bedrooms. Before the last breath, the resident is moved to a room on the main 
floor on the side of the building.  
Both homes have a distinct place designed to serve as a private bedroom 
and mortuary behind the manager’s office. A large red cross is next to the only 
bed. Officially, this extra bedroom allows the family to have some privacy with 
their relative and prevent stress for other residents. Yet, this room is somehow 
ambiguous. Since death repeatedly occurs in this room, many workers do not like 
passing by and avoid staying nearby. This room is purposely on the side of the 
building with direct outdoor access. Several times I heard people joking about the 
bravery of Mr. Yu who dared to spend nights in his office next to this mortuary 
room. Mr. Yu was proud of the good sleep he had. He explained that since 
elderly residents love him, he always sleeps peacefully. According to him, 
deceased residents are so well-treated that at night they never got him “into 
trouble.” He never explained more since Christians avoid talking about these 
things, but the idea was that in such a good place, no ghost would return. For Mr. 
Yu, the service at the Nursing Home was so good that all residents leave in 
peace. Professional and modern elderly homes secure the future peace of the 
elderly people, and of their family who put them there.  
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FIGURE 28: THE ROOM TO PASS AWAY 
After the death, Christian employees give a bath to the body of the 
deceased, change her/his clothes and call the public mortuary. Workers from the 
funeral parlors usually come during the following hour to collect the body. Non-
Christian employees do not have to help with these post-mortem duties because 
most of them do not want to touch a corpse. Two to three days later, funerals are 
held at the Nanping funeral parlors. In 2016, this morning ritual included a short 
memorial service, the cremation of the corpse, and the collection of the ashes by 
family members two hours later.  
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If the departed was a Christian, the family usually hires Mrs. Ye to properly 
organize the funeral and deal with all the administrative issues.66 If this departed 
Christian is related to the Nanping Gospel Church, one member of the pastoral 
team also comes to lead the prayer. In addition, the Gospel Church elderly 
Christians’ group usually organizes buses to transport between 30 to 60 elderly 
Christians to attend the funerals.67 In this case, family members who are not 
necessarily Christian turn out to be in the minority during the service. Elderly 
churchgoers are easily two-thirds of the attendance, performing Christians songs 
and showing respect to the deceased Christian family members. Family 
members are gently obliged to respectfully follow the ritual framework designed 
by the Gospel Church and to listen to the long sermon of the pastor.  
 
Fusion and transition to the Sheng’ai Nursing Home.  
At the end of 2014, one elderly home in Henan Province was ravaged by 
fire. This was not the first case in China, but the large number of deaths made 
the national news and generated a large emotional outcry across the entire 
country. Similar but smaller incidents occurred in Fujian province in early 2015. 
                                                                
66 Performing proper funeral rituals appeared as extremely important. Christians are well-known 
for rejecting many practices used by non-Christians. Therefore, Mrs. Ye was specifically 
recognized as a Christian funeral practitioner who is able to properly organize everything. It is 
worth noticing that she refuses to work for non-Christians, and that she is hired for deceased 
Christians linked to the five Nanping Christianizing assemblages.  
67 This massive participation in funeral services was a recurrent and popular activity for many 
elderly Christians of the Gospel Church. Besides their weekly service on Thursday morning, 
elderly Christians easily joined one or two funerals per week to pay respect and practice piety. 
They typically gathered at 7 a.m. at Church; a few buses picked them up there, and after the 
mortuary service, they came back around 11 a.m. 
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The national and provincial governments responded by implementing a stronger 
policy in terms of fire safety. In the summer of 2015, the Nanping Prefecture Fire 
Department (xiaofang dadui 消防大队) began implementing a set of new 
standards for elderly homes, including the obligation to have a modern fire 
system and the prohibition to host residents above the third floor.  
All the elderly homes in Nanping were affected by these new regulations. 
The True Jesus Church elderly home was unable to upgrade its building and 
decided to reduce the scope of its operation. By July 2017, this home became an 
informal residence for just two elderly members of the True Jesus Church. In a 
similar way, the government closed down its own elderly home, reorienting its 
residents toward private institutions. In the course of 2015, Nanping was left with 
only four operating elderly homes.  
At the Gospel Church elderly homes, the different leaders quickly 
understood that the government was definitely concerned about fire safety and 
that they could not avoid undertaking major renovations to meet new regulations. 
At the Ren’ai Home, the height of the main building was a problem, but a proper 
fire system was present. Mrs. Chan and the pastoral team decided to wait and 
see. At the Nursing Home, the building needed a new fire system and the upper 
floors had to be momentarily emptied of their residents. Mr. Yu and Pastor Sun 
gathered all the shareholders to decide how to address the new challenge. 
Adding a sprinkler system, a water reservoir, but also working alarms for each 
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room was a major investment, especially for a building that was opened a few 
months earlier. 
This brought new tensions within the network of the Gospel Church and 
among people invested in the newly opened and not yet full Nursing Home. 
Questions about the concrete management and the economic goals of the 
Nursing Home multiplied. Pastor Sun advocated for maintaining a Christian and 
caritative orientation at the Nursing Home, while other investors worried about 
the financial sustainability of the project. Many Christians from the Gospel 
Church also considered that the Nursing Home was a private investment of 
individual Christians, and therefore were reluctant to collectively contribute to its 
new needs.  
Nevertheless, Pastor Sun and other shareholders convinced some 
Protestant fellows to personally invest in the Nursing Home. Around thirty 
persons brought fresh capital and the required funds were secured. This forced 
the Nursing Home to not expand or advertise until the upgrading was done and 
the official safety approval received. The process took about one year.  
However, a new burning question arose in mid-2016. On September 1st, a 
national regulation named the “Charity Law,” originally redesigned by the State 
Religious Affairs Bureau, took effect.68  It implied, among other things, that 
                                                                
68 China’s Charity Law - Cishan fa 慈善法- was adopted on March 13, 2015, but took effect only 
on September 1, 2016. This new regulation contains provisions for the establishment and 
registration of charitable organizations, extends the possibilities for fundraising, and at the same 
time strengthens the regulatory monitoring. See: Religions & Christianity in Today’s China 2016, 
No. 2.  
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elderly homes must choose between a non-profit religious legal status and a 
profit-based non-religious status. This was not a problem for the Ren’ai Elderly 
Home, which clearly belonged to the first category. But this became an issue for 
the Nursing Home, which fell in-between the two categories. The fact that the 
Gospel Church was the primary investor within a company declared as a 
profitable organization was a problem.  
After major negotiations and tensions during the last half of 2016, Pastor 
Sun – on behalf of the Gospel Church and with the support of other shareholders 
– decided to fuse the two structures into one, a profit-based company owned by 
private shareholders all but one of whom were churchgoers of the Gospel 
Church. The one not affiliated with the Gospel Church is still a Protestant. In this 
new configuration, the Gospel Church as a legal body lost its official ownership 
and control over the elderly home. Still, Protestants and their leaders secured a 
tenuous but legal link between the Gospel Church and the new Nursing Home 
without putting Church finances and the legal status at risk. A joint investment 
company, which counts between 60 to 100 shareholders and with Pastor Sun as 
president of the board (dongshizhang 董事长), owns the Nursing Home and rents 
its operation out to an operator who signs a five-year contract to frame financial 
agreements. The contract also includes clauses requiring that churchgoers keep 
free access to the place and that the Nursing Home remains “Christian” with the 
same religious activities as before.  Thus, the initial Ren’ai Elderly Home and the 
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new Ren’ai Nursing Home started to fuse into a new and single entity – the 
Sheng’ai Nursing Home (Sheng’ai huliyuan 圣爱护理院).  
At the beginning of September 2016, most residents of the Ren’ai Elderly 
Home gradually moved to the Nursing Home, and the two staffs slowly merged. 
In early 2017, the old Ren’ai Home closed, and the Nursing Home changed its 
official name. Mr. Yu bought the operation of the structure and began managing 
alone the Sheng’ai Nursing Home and implementing several changes. For 
instance, he decided to not keep Mrs. Chan as co-director. Pastor Sun does not 
participate anymore in the regular and formal management of the structure, but 
still regularly visits the place.  
In July 2017, when I returned to Nanping City for a follow-up visit, the 
Sheng’ai Nursing Home hosted 220 residents, most of them elderly people but 
not exclusively.  Among them, 44 were independent enough to walk and take 
their meals in the smaller building of the Nursing Home. Many needed to be 
spoon-fed in their beds, a service that some capable elderly residents helped 
with, making them active participants in the Sheng’ai Nursing Home. Only 108 of 
the residents were Protestant, and two were Catholic. All the floors of the building 
were in use but not full. Obviously, parts of the 2015 fire safety regulation (which 
prohibited residents from living above the third floor) had evolved and were not 
relevant anymore. The staff counted 54 workers for all services. Among the 30 
caregivers, 13 were Protestant. The chapel and its red cross on the first floor 
were still the same (Sunday services attracted around 60 residents). Almost 
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every night, a bible study group gathered at 7 p.m., attracting around 10 
residents, not necessarily Christian, for singing, reading of the bible and semi-
spontaneous prayers. Bedrooms and hallways were still full of Christmas 
decorations, but boards about fire safety had multiplied at the entry and in the 
main hallways. Finally, a new public minibus was regularly connecting the 
Sheng’ai Nursing Home to Nanping Downtown due to an agreement with the city 
transportation company to create this line.  
 
The multiple faces of a collective Christian project  
The recent development of the Gospel Church elderly home provides a 
larger view on the concrete and changing environment within which Nanping 
Christians design and adjust their collective effort to meet the needs of elderly 
people. The flow of wealth, time, and effort that Christians manage to respond to 
elderly people’s needs are related to multiple issues. Before focusing on what 
may distinguish their mode of operating, I want to highlight a few key dynamics – 
and maybe ambiguities – that shape Nanping Christians’ support for elderly 
people. Since multiples actors, divergent factors, and heterogeneous constraints 
are at stake in the definition of their action, I argue that the heavy investment of 
the Gospel Church in the nursing home industry is a multi-purpose and multi-
vocal strategy that cannot be reduced to a single agenda. Thereafter, I present 
the four main dynamics at work: 1) a concern to deploy Christian charity; 2) an 
effort to create sustainable institutions; 3) an attempt to generate “political merit-
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making”; and 4) a continuous negotiation of the Christian presence in the broader 
society.    
 
Serving the elderly, but also those in need  
During my fieldwork, I often witnessed Pastor Sun talking with Christian 
visitors, state officials, or non-Christians about the Church’s elderly homes. This 
social involvement was constantly put forward to demonstrate the filial piety and 
steadiness of Nanping Christians. With the calm authority that characterizes 
Pastor Sun’s style, he usually insisted that over the last thirty years, Chinese 
society has changed so quickly that the growing number of poor elderly people in 
Yanping District calls for everyone’s reaction:   
“We Chinese become old before becoming rich (…). In this context, it is 
hard to have very modern and nice elderly homes; we cannot just increase 
the price of the pensions. But because of their faith, Christians are willing 
to suffer with Jesus and face the challenge. Christians are not rich either, 
but they are willing to try, gradually, in order to improve mutual support 
and aging conditions (…). Christians usually have not studied 
management or finance; they only have the bible and the example of 
Jesus. But they know that it is their duty to take care of the old people.”  
 
Clearly, the primary goal of the Christian elderly homes is to serve the 
needs of elderly people, Christian and non-Christian, and especially the needs of 
those facing poverty, seclusion, or fragile health. The effective survival and 
growth of the Ren’ai Home demonstrates that Pastor Sun’s concerns about 
fragile elderly people were shared. These concerns attracted consensus and 
support across the entire Gospel Church network. In the interviews I conducted 
among Nanping Christians, many insisted on how the nursing homes exist first 
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and foremost to display the effective love of Christ to those in need, and 
particularly to the fragile elderly. This sense of care remains the driving force that 
feeds the growth of the Nursing Home and that precedes all economic or political 
considerations.  
Nevertheless, this primary caritative goal builds on an ambiguity about the 
notion of “fragile health” to enlarge the scope of the Church action beyond elderly 
people only. In practical reality, the Christian elderly home offers a shelter for all 
kinds of sick and fragile persons. The home has become a dispensary – a 
Nursing Home – for people who are not necessarily advanced in age. Nanping 
Christians take advantage of the growing demands from the administration to 
modernize and medicalize their structure in order to offer wider services and 
reach a more diverse population.   
One may note that the Christian elderly people are not only recipients of 
help and charity, but have become an opportunity to enlarge Christians’ social 
involvement. The oldest and weakest members of the Gospel Church have been 
a strategical partner to justify and increase the broader social involvement of the 
Church, allowing Nanping Christians to reach an increasing diversity of people. 
The Nursing Home is not just designed to serve the elderly members of the 
Church, but relies on them to respond to a wide range of needs and demonstrate 
the Church’s action. As we see with the Christian gymnastics, which depends on 
older Christians to perform Christian gymnastics in Nanping public squares, or 
with the group of elderly Christians who joins numerous funerals to demonstrate 
227 
 
 
 
Christian piety, the Gospel Church relies on and collaborates with all kinds of 
older people, healthy or weak, wealthy or poor, to multiply the ways in which the 
Christian presence occurs in the Nanping public sphere. Too often, implicit 
disinterest in elderly people has resulted in the research on Chinese Christianity 
missing how elderly Christians are a driving force of the contemporary Chinese 
Church (Chen and Huang 2004; Cao 2011; Huang 2014).    
In this context, the Nursing Home cannot be reduced to a manifestation of 
mere Christian filial piety or devotion toward the elderly members of the Church, 
but should be considered within a broader agenda aiming to include as many 
partners as possible, and to deploy social support and Christian charity without 
any restriction on age, religious affiliation or income.  
Nonetheless, these philanthropic efforts are not going in all directions, 
without any framing and long-standing outcome. Thus, we need to recognize the 
following dynamic at play – the push for institutionalization.  
 
Generating a sustainable institution  
Every year between Christmas and the Chinese New Year, the Gospel 
Church’s pastoral team, in cooperation with the accounting department and the 
social help service of the Church, plans a personal visit (weiwen慰问) to some 
120 people in need. During these individual visits led by at least one pastor and a 
few Christians, the Church offers a red envelope holding between 200-500 RMB 
(roughly 30-40 USD), an amount carefully defined by the organizers of the 
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program to give to each visited person. Also, every single churchgoer older than 
80 – which in 2016 meant 228 elderly people at the Nanping City Gospel Church 
– received a red envelope of 50 RMB (about 76 USD).  
In contrast with this New Year’s greeting and support program, the 
Nursing Home reveals a strong push for institutionalization and public 
recognition. The charity promoted by the Gospel Church through the elderly 
home industry does not simply “help” individual elderly people in need; it 
generates a public and legal institution. Since 1998, Nanping Christians have 
shown a constant effort to organize themselves, make their contributions 
converge and generate a stable framework within which their broader willingness 
toward charity can operate. As we saw with the challenges raised by fire safety 
and new legal regulations, Nanping Christians continuously rework some 
financial bricolage to face the rapidly changing socio-economic environment and 
to meet new legal requirements in order to maintain their Christian elderly home. 
After 20 years of service, the Nursing Home stands as a viable self-supporting 
entity providing jobs to more than 50 persons and responding to the needs of an 
increasing number of people.  
However, in the last few years, the Gospel Church took the risk to let the 
Nursing Home become legally independent. Unlike the True Jesus Church, which 
was not able to upgrade its old age home, the Gospel Church gathered funding 
and support to let its elderly home shift into a more modern Nursing Home with 
legal autonomy. This is displayed by the absence of a red cross at the top of the 
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building. The Gospel Church Christians preferred financial sustainability and 
legal recognition over direct control, allowing their caritative commitment to 
expand and upgrade, thus gaining more stability. Clearly, they refused to remain 
inside a “caritative bricolage” and moved toward more professionalization and 
institutionalization of their social involvement.  
Thus, they produced more Christian institutions in Nanping City, but again, 
with legal ambiguities. The Nursing Home is technically independent and not 
affiliated with the Gospel Church, standing as a distinct and self-supporting 
enterprise. The place may even someday evolve outside the control of the 
Church. Still, through Christmas decorations, a permanent chapel, and so on, the 
place remains clearly Protestant and maintains an informal but public link 
between the two legal bodies, the Gospel Church and the Nursing Home. 
Also, the Gospel Church communicates regularly about the Nursing 
Home’s need for workers, as it does about the kindergartens. This 
communication recalls the links among different legal bodies of the Gospel 
Church Christianizing assemblage and implies that the Gospel Church is a public 
employer able to welcome – through its diverse institutions – all kinds of workers, 
even those without any qualification, but still able to do laundry or cleaning. 
Through their advertisements about the Nursing Home and the kindergartens, 
Nanping Christians display themselves not as a worship group only, but as an 
organized network able to generate stable and rather autonomous institutions, 
job and business opportunities, and various social services.  
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These overall efforts on institutionalization invite one to pay attention to 
the third dynamic at play in the growth of this elderly home – the relationship with 
the State.  
 
Building up multilateral political merits  
The Gospel Church’s communication about Christian philanthropy is 
designed, as we will see in the next section, for the entire Nanping population. 
However, it also specifically targets the local administration and seeks to produce 
political merits. In fact, the Nursing Home deploys an active courtship with the 
State for the benefit of the home itself and the entire Church network. 
This is suggested by what one observes on the walls inside and around 
the Nursing Home. As Christmas and religious decorations multiply inside the 
bedrooms and common spaces, the main entry, the elevator and some main 
corridors are filled with information about fire safety. Also, the kitchen and dining 
halls display various information about food safety and state regulations. These 
signs and boards are permanent, even the Christmas ones. Clearly, the diversity 
of their nature and messages connects to different concerns, recalls distinct 
partners who are indirectly present, and reaches various audiences. Among 
these audiences, there are different state agencies that I want to list briefly.  
As I have explained, the Nursing Home massively invested to meet safety 
requirements such as the new fire system that connects the fire alarm directly to 
the Nanping City Fire Department (xiaofang dadui 消防大队), specific training for 
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its workers, and so on. Between 2015 and 2017, the Nursing Home also invited 
the Nanping Fire Department to conduct fire drills. At the same time, the Home 
abundantly communicated through WeChat, flyers and other promotional 
advertisements about its efforts to ensure fire security. This new concern about 
fire safety was not specific to the Sheng’ai Nursing Home but to all elderly homes 
I observed across Fujian Province.  
This is related to the fact that after 2015, the multiple fire incidents across 
Chinese old age homes gave the Fire Department a new legitimacy to step into 
the elderly home industry. Since 2016, it is this specific department that 
surprisingly has the highest decisional power to maintain or close down an old 
age home. According to my informants, the survival and growth of old age homes 
in Nanping City depends on the support of three state administrations. They are, 
in order of importance, the Fire Department, the State Food and Drug 
Administration Bureau (shipin yaopin jianduju 食品药品监督局) and the Civil 
Affairs Bureau (minzhengju 民政局). This hierarchy of control is clearly visible 
from the signs and boards displayed across the Sheng’ai Nursing Home. 
Statements about fire safety cover most of the entry and hallways; statements 
about food and drug safety cover the kitchen, dining halls, and doctors’ and 
nurses’ offices; proof of legal registration and state recognition cover the two 
sides of the main entry. Through this visual display, the Nursing Home 
ostentatiously communicates about its willingness to embrace and respect the 
authority of these three agencies. Boards and signs operate as an active 
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courtship to show obedience and determination to meet state requirements, 
especially the ones from the Fire Department. Then, if this demonstrative respect 
generates enough trust, the Nursing Home may be implicitly allowed to adjust 
some minor regulations, such as the one about hosting residents higher than the 
fourth floor.  
Still, the relationships between the Nursing Home and the administration 
cannot be reduced to these three state departments. The Nursing Home is 
intertwined within an even more complex web of mutual dependence and support 
involving the Gospel Church and several other state departments. While the 
Nursing Home is extremely active in meeting the requirements of three state 
departments, the Gospel Church brings at least three more into the picture. 
During my fieldwork, I often witnessed state officials from the Nanping City 
United Front (tongzhanbu 統戰部)69, the Religious Affairs Bureau (zhongjiao 
shiwuju宗教事务局), and the Public Security Bureau (gonganju 公安局) visiting 
the Nursing Home with Pastor Sun or other Church leaders. Through these 
recurrent visits, the Gospel Church actively communicated about its efforts to 
serve the needs of Nanping people and about its own need for state support. 
These official visits reveal that the relationships between Nanping Christians and 
the state are not simply mutual. Instead, the reality of the Nursing Home, its 
boards and its official visitors, suggests that the Nanping State-Church 
                                                                
69 The United Front is technically a part of the Chinese Communist Party in charge of the relations 
with the administration.  
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relationship involves several state departments that may have in each context 
different priorities, weight and policies. The recent importance of the Fire 
Department is significant.   
In this quite fragmentized political reality, where official approval and 
support occur through multilateral negotiations among several state departments 
and always remain precarious, Nanping Christians nourish as many political 
relationships as they can and try to secure support from as many departments as 
possible. As we see with the Fire Department, it is not necessarily the most 
obvious department that may become the most determining decisional power. It 
is then crucial for the Gospel Church to invest in multiple relationships, without 
fully knowing in advance how the power equilibrium among state departments 
will evolve.  
In their recent study on philanthropy in China, Taiwan and Malaysia, 
Robert P. Weller et al. (2017) point out how the state always plays a vital role in 
the functioning of religious philanthropy, whether in authoritarian or more liberal 
regimes. Instead of interpreting the growth of religious philanthropy as a result of 
state failure or state interference, they advocate for an approach where the 
successful growth of religious philanthropic organizations is understood in 
relation to their “political merit-making” with the state. The number of 
relationships that religious groups, whether political or not, build with the state to 
increase their legitimacy, autonomy, and state support, and that in return grant 
the state more legitimacy and authority, is the key factor for the growth of 
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religious charity. This “political merit-making” reflects the mutual dependence 
between state and religious organizations, and the “inventiveness of religions” in 
collaborating with authoritarian and liberal states. However, in the authoritarian 
Chinese context, Weller et al. define this political merit-making as “defensive” 
because the state keeps the upper hand on all philanthropic activities and 
religious groups have to be self-regulating to at least secure their safety and 
remain out of trouble.  
In Nanping City, Christians from the Gospel Church clearly use the 
Nursing Home to demonstrate to the state their willingness and capacity to 
efficiently respond to social needs while inscribing themselves within legal and 
political requirements. This courtship may help them to accumulate state trust 
and support to foster the Nursing Home existence, but also the interests of the 
Gospel Church. Still, this accumulation of merit should not be understood as 
homogeneous and coherent. As we saw with the multiple departments involved 
in the Nanping State-Church relationship, merits are not saved into a single 
account, but in as many accounts as the powerful state departments on which 
they may depend. In other words, the political merits of the Gospel Church are 
not on a singular scale or inside a systematic whole, but distributed between 
several and sometimes competing state agencies.  
Pragmatically, the Gospel Church relates to different state departments 
and nourishes personalized relationships with each agency. The three most 
basic ones are the Religious Affairs Bureau, the United Front and the Public 
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Security Bureau. Depending on particular history and individual officials, each 
Nanping state department may have a different view of the Gospel Church. Then, 
depending on circumstances and particular issues, the Church may “debit” its 
merits from one department and request its active support to foster a particular 
project. As I witnessed during my stay, the Public Security Bureau sometimes 
gave its full support and trust to the Gospel Church despite the opposition of the 
United Front. Sometimes, it was the other way around. In another case, the 
timely support of the Religious Affairs Bureau was able to counter the doubts and 
suspicions of the United Front and allowed the Church to carry on. This situation 
continues, depending on circumstances, and constantly evolves. Each situation 
depends on the equilibrium it finds. Thus, the accumulation of political merit is not 
homogeneous and absolute; it is a multilateral strategy that relies on multiple 
partners and specific circumstances.  
Nevertheless, although everything may be political, it is not necessarily 
only political. Therefore, this third political dynamic should not lead us to dismiss 
the fourth and last major dynamic I want to highlight – the religious factor.  
 
Sharing the Gospel  
The Nursing Home cannot be reduced to a philanthropic project, nor a 
political one, but implies a way of bringing the Christian worldview beyond the 
walls of the Gospel Church that must be discussed. The ways in which religion is 
embedded in the elderly home’s daily life turns this place of health care into an 
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ambiguous religious space where evangelization is at work. I want to point out 
how this promotion of Christianity is carefully lodged within the Nursing Home to 
safely reach more than the elderly people themselves. 
The recent history of the Nursing Home reveals that Christian sponsors 
are willing to support and partially finance the well-being of elderly people as long 
their religious motives appear in the process. This Christian identification is 
negotiable and its actual appearance may vary. The Gospel Church has applied 
different legal frameworks and health care models during the past 20 years to 
maintain its Christian elderly home. Today, the Nursing Home is not directly 
owned by the Gospel Church, but remains a Christian place. 
 Still, Protestant visitors and workers regularly invite residents to welcome 
the love of Christ. Through recurrent visits, ways of regulating practices 
surrounding death and funerals, and activities linked to Christian events, the 
Nursing Home’s Protestant sponsors turn Christianity into an engaging part of the 
Home life. Some residents, but not all, receive baptism during their stay. This is 
always valorized and publicized by Nanping Christians. Yet, a large proportion of 
the residents remains impervious to this religious agenda, but this resistance 
does not jeopardize their stay. No one is forced to become a Christian.  
Some may see this as a mere political strategy to please the state. 
Instead, I argue that this way of actively proposing the Christian face without 
constraining anyone is built on an ambiguity about the agency of elderly people 
within the Chinese society. In fact, Nanping Christians care about the religious 
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commitment of elderly people and rely on their potential influence more than the 
state does. This gap of perception allows the Gospel Church to target elderly 
people without concerning the state, while impressing non-Christian relatives and 
negotiating the positioning of their religion inside the broader society. 
As I already mentioned, the Gospel Church directly owns and manages 
two large and well-known kindergartens in Nanping City. Yet, these two places 
do not have red crosses, religious activities, or Christian teachings. The Gospel 
Church respects carefully the legal requirements on religious neutrality within 
kindergartens. This is in sharp contrast to the Christian offer embedded within the 
Nursing Home and reveals an ambiguity about human agency. The communist 
legacy pushes state officials to assume that the religious life of senior citizens 
belongs to a superstitious and backward time, which will not survive in view of 
modern progress and scientific knowledge. Thus, their religious positioning does 
not much interest the administration and remains faintly regulated. On the 
contrary, the religious views of the younger generations are considered as 
extremely important for the nation’s bright future and they greatly concern state 
officials. Thus, the Chinese administration enforces strict regulations about 
education and religious proselytism that the Gospel Church respects carefully.  
At the same time, many Nanping Christians, like Teacher Wang, Mrs. Liao 
and Mrs. Tang, still remember that they became Christians in relation to their 
elderly parents or grandparents’ testimony. They know the influence of the 
elderly generations and value their religious commitment. Thus, Christians from 
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the Gospel Church take advantage of the state bias, which “believes” that the 
conversion of elderly people has no major social consequences, to actively reach 
elderly people and create a place of respectful and open Christian encounter. At 
first glance, this religious agenda is designed toward elderly people themselves 
and seems quite limited and harmless. Still, the weight of the elderly people in 
their family religious evolution suggests that the Nursing Home’s religious 
message has the potential to reach far more than the elderly people alone. The 
Nursing Home is then a safe intermediary between the Church and the broader 
Nanping public sphere.   
In a context where modernization and economic growth leave behind 
elderly people, and where filial care giving inside the family is promoted as the 
best solution to aging, Nanping Protestants offer an institutional response 
accessible to anyone and where elderly people themselves can become active 
members. Through this public institution, Nanping citizens who may not have 
interest in religious matters still hear about Christians’ social commitment and 
their efforts for elderly people. The Nursing Home allows the Gospel Church to 
step even farther into the public sphere. In this process, Christians appear both 
“devoted” to the elderly people, and therefore faithful to Chinese “traditional” 
values, and “efficient” in their capacity for generating medically modern and self-
sufficient institutions. Pastor Sun does not hesitate to clearly formulate this 
agenda: “Christians are those who respect traditional values of Chinese 
civilization and are able to concretely implement it in the modern society.”  Thus, 
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in the entanglement of politics, economy and social change, the Nursing Home 
operates through the agency of the elderly people, as a leverage to renegotiate 
questions regarding the nature and position of Christianity within the broader 
Nanping society.   
In conclusion, we see that philanthropic, institutional, political and religious 
dynamics are simultaneously at work in the growth of the Nursing Home. The 
effective operation of this elderly home depends on all these factors in concert 
with one another. Their entanglement prevents us from reducing the Gospel 
Church ministry to a unique agenda or narrow interest. Still, in order to 
understand how the Nursing Home works, I want to highlight in the next section 
how an important actor, the pastoral clergy of the Gospel Church, shapes its 
destiny. 
 
The key actors in the life of the Nursing Home: the pastoral clergy 
In this section, I point to the crucial role of the pastors in the expansion 
and survival of the Nursing Home. Thus, I argue that the Gospel Church 
Christianizing assemblage structures itself by generating a strong distinction 
between laypeople and clergy members, the latter being “pastors.” I argue that 
this pastoral function is quite different from what one can observe across other 
religious traditions available in Nanping and must be recognized to understand 
the ways in which agency is channeled within a Christianizing assemblage such 
as the Gospel Church.   
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The apparition of the pastoral clergy 
The growth of the Christian elderly home reflects how the Church 
emerged as an autonomous, distinct, and acting body in Nanping City. Yet, this 
actor is not the only one emerging from this collective Christian action. From the 
beginning of the co-residence to the most recent Nursing Home, Pastor Sun 
plays a central function in decision-making, search for support and funding, and 
negotiation with sponsoring Christians and state officials. In the daily life of the 
elderly homes, either at the Ren’ai Elderly Home or at the Sheng’ai Nursing 
Home, Pastor Sun maintains some forms of leadership, whether to supervise the 
management or preside over the board of trustees. His personal network, his 
moral reputation, and his recognition by the state and by the Gospel Church 
Christians allow him to repeatedly step in to address the difficulties of the Elderly 
Home and to generate and impose solutions. In several critical moments, Pastor 
Sun was the one able to effectively decide on behalf of all the actors involved in 
the elderly home. 
Still, Pastor Sun does not operate alone. The leadership he incarnates is 
not entirely personal but shared with co-pastors and teachers associated with his 
pastoral team. Since the mid-1990s, the Gospel Church pastoral team has 
constantly increased in size and diversity, including male and female pastors, 
legally ordained and religiously trained ministers, and older and younger persons 
coming from Yanping District or outside. As we saw on several occasions, 
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internal debates in this pastoral team can be sharp, and Pastor Sun must keep 
composed with the different members. Although he may have the final word, he 
still needs real support. In fact, the pastoral leadership of the Gospel Church is 
not reducible to Pastor Sun. The pastor’s role is not monopolized, but collegial 
and still centralized.  
Through the year, Pastor Sun and his co-pastors take an active part in the 
daily life (and death) of the Nursing Home. They regularly visit the elderly people, 
either for Sunday services or at informal times. They serve in turn for Sunday 
services and funerals. Ultimately, they bring a unique contribution to the 
existence of the Gospel Church elderly homes, and they continuously reinforce 
their role, control, and leadership. 
The development of the Nursing Home reveals two things. The first is that 
effective leaders of the Gospel Church are the pastors, and not entrepreneurial 
“Boss Christians,” or other patrons (Cao 2011; Cao 2008; Chen and Huang 2004; 
Bays 2003). The second is that these pastors are not limited to some “religious 
functions,” providing ritual expertise and spiritual advice, but are actively 
engaged with all the decisions of the Gospel Church, including those on social, 
political and financial matters. The Church pastors do not limit themselves to their 
sanctuaries, but engage with all kinds of social and economic issues.  
In this economy, pastors interfere with and actively shape the ways in 
which Christians’ collective action is designed and oriented. In the midst of the 
Gospel Church’s social involvement, Christians are not only coming together to 
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contribute to social needs, but they let their pastors orient their actions. The 
Nursing Home, like the Elderly Home before, is not managed and owned by 
some charismatic and wealthy Christians, but remains even today under the 
supervision of the Church pastors. This Christian clergy claims special rights and 
duties to guide, manage and frame the action of the Church.  
To better highlight the particular nature of the pastoral leadership, I 
propose to compare it to the religious work offered by other non-Christian 
religious specialists available in Nanping.  
 
Nanping religious experts and specialists  
In fact, the pastoral aspect of the Gospel Church’s clergy is in sharp 
contrast with what non-Christian religious specialists offer and generate. 
Scholars of Chinese religions and history have shown how religious specialists 
and experts (Buddhism, Taoism, popular religion) occupy a particular position in 
the Chinese religious landscape (Ji and Liddell 2004; Yang 2008; Goossaert 
2008; Palmer and Liu 2012; Palmer 2007). Their particularity helps to re-evaluate 
the distinctiveness of the Christian pastoral clergy.  
In his study on religious specialists in China, Vincent Goossaert defines 
them as “someone who moves gods and/or humans to react (ganying) to his/her 
power” (Goossaert 2008:13). Many, but not all, serve inside temples constructed 
by local communities. In the past, temples were not under the supervision of a 
comprehensive body of laws, nor left to customary law per se. Instead, temples 
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were both understood within some common principles across the empire, 
including a few laws, and still highly controlled by autonomous local communities 
(Goossaert 2001). In this historical framework, the community’s leaders freely 
hired religious specialists (Buddhists, Taoists, spirit-mediums) to respond to pre-
defined needs and refused any kind of external control, even clerical. Instead, 
community leaders constantly promoted a management based on negotiation. In 
this contractual agreement between community leaders and religious specialists, 
the financial management of a temple was monopolized by community leaders, 
while the religious specialists were limited to ritual expertise or/and spiritual 
counseling. In case of a conflict, the specialists, having an inferior position 
compared to the community leaders, were often forced to leave.  
Yet, Chinese religious specialists were not only those serving inside 
temples under contractual agreements, but included various individuals providing 
religious expertise and counseling to a lay clientele. Some of them belonged to 
objectified religious traditions, and some of them were more independent but 
claimed to have been initiated by a master (Taoism and Buddhism). Others were 
moved by a more personal search for self-cultivation or capacity to interact with 
the invisible world. Today, as in the past, China counts a wide range of these 
religious specialists, Daoist priests, Buddhists nuns and monks, spirit-mediums, 
diviners, self-cultivation teachers and so on (Goossaert 2006b).  
In Nanping City, this variety of religious specialists remains important. 
During my fieldwork, I became familiar with one Buddhist monk (Buddhist nuns 
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and monks are numerous in Nanping City), a few Daoist priests (most of them 
not being attached to one specific temple) and two diviners/religious counselors. 
Many times, I observed formal religious rituals (Buddhist or Taoist)70, temple 
festivals, and individual counseling.   
In this religious environment, religious specialists offer – depending on 
their skill and specialization – all kinds of religious rituals, performances, 
expertise and counseling. All questions about purchasing an apartment, solving 
health issues, pacifying departed souls, evaluating marriage opportunities, and 
so on, are brought to these specialists. There is no limit. Some lay people may 
even be bound to a particular religious specialist, calling this person “master” 
(shifu 师父) and relating to her/him as a spiritual adviser.  
By contrast to the variety of Chinese religious specialists, the Gospel 
Church pastors appear quite peculiar. They do not limit themselves to providing 
religious rituals and Christian teaching, but aim to lead the whole community and 
to directly manage issues of their daily life. Although the kindergartens and the 
Nursing Home are autonomous entities with their own staff, pastors watch their 
evolution closely. As their title indicates (mushi 牧师), pastors aim to pastor the 
Christian flock in all the complexities of life. This guidance is not only through 
counseling and expertise, it also includes decision-making and financial control. 
                                                                
70 Once, Taoist priests invited me to give a hand during a ritual (to play music), and I refused. I 
did not want anyone testifying later about that among Nanping Christians and jeopardizing the 
trust I was granted.  
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Christian pastors claim a right and duty in governing those who relate to their 
Christianizing assemblage.  
This distinctiveness of the Gospel Church clergy is also visible throughout 
the religious rituals promoted across the Christianizing assemblage. Unlike the 
traditional Chinese patterns where weddings do not occur in temples and do not 
require religious specialists, the Gospel Church actively encourages couples to 
come to church with friends and family to perform a ritual where the pastor 
stands between the bride and groom and receives their vows. Through this 
Christianization of weddings, Pastors insert themselves within one of the key 
moments where families and kinship are bound together.  Similarly, Christian 
funerals are most of the time presided over by a pastor of the Church. Unlike 
Buddhist funerals where religious experts may perform specific rituals to facilitate 
the transition of the departed alone, pastors mostly speak to those who attend 
the funerals and comfort them in their mourning. Their target is not the same. 
Thus, the position and function of the clergy are different. Even through the ways 
in which the Gospel Church clergy contribute to worship and religious rituals, 
pastors step into the multiple spheres that constitute the life of Nanping 
Christians and try to reach the entire social fabric.  
Yet, this governance is not as self-evident for every single churchgoer and 
must be carefully investigated. 
 
Negotiating the pastoral functions 
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As we have seen with the Nursing Home and the vivid debates among the 
pastoral team, the ambitions of the Gospel Church clergy generate all kinds of 
debate, resistance, and conflict. Sometimes, pastors disagree about the best way 
to guide the community. Some Christians even reject their leadership and leave 
the Gospel Church to join another Christian group or to stop attending Christian 
churches. Several times, I met Nanping Christians who were upset about Pastor 
Sun’s authority and thus took some distance from the Gospel Church.  
Still, Pastor Sun and his co-pastors do not give up on their pastoral 
commitment. At the risk of seeing Christians leaving their Christianizing 
assemblage, or upsetting state authorities, they keep interfering in Church 
decisions and promoting what they consider proper for the Church and the 
broader society. Their commitment cannot be entirely explained by a search of 
personal interest, fame, or wealth. Theological concerns must be considered to 
explain the ways in which pastoral roles take shape across the Gospel Church. 
Echoing the highly monocentric Christian worship where agency is oriented 
toward the unique Christian face, I argue that the ways in which churchgoers and 
their pastors struggle to define proper pastoral leadership echoes first and 
foremost the broader agenda of the Church, which is to reveal the particular 
presence of the Christian face to Christians and non-Christians.  
Nonetheless, there is no blueprint defining what pastorship concretely is. 
Although pastors of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement are required to study at 
least four years at registered schools of theology, members of the Gospel Church 
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pastoral team still debate constantly about the scope of their duties and rights 
upon churchgoers. Nanping Christians also participate in this on-going 
negotiation either through obedience, active support, verbal advice, implicit 
critique, or open defiance. Although Pastor Sun has a very strong idea of what a 
pastor is, he still has to convince churchgoers and co-pastors in order to at least 
partially implement his ideal.  
This effort to define pastorship is not only visible within the Gospel Church 
but also throughout the other Nanping Christianizing entities. Through the 
leadership of elders (zhanglao 长老), priests (shenfu 神父), teachers (laoshi 老师) 
or pastors (mushi 牧师), these assemblages implement very different pastoral 
roles. During my interviews, several informants affirmed that until the early 1990s 
“Nanping Protestants” were in fact only one broad network. Then, the rising 
number of them and the strong leadership implemented by Pastor Sun produced 
a split among them. Those supporting a more collegial pastorship increasingly 
identified with the Little Flock tradition, and shaped their own assemblage along 
this vision, while those supporting the centralized pastorship of Pastor Sun 
associated with the Gospel Church and the Methodist legacy. Today, the five 
Christianizing assemblages operating in Nanping City may implement different 
types of pastorship depending on their size and theological preferences, but they 
still expect some level of pastoral duties and rights from their leaders. 
In conclusion, the history of the Nursing Home sheds light on the ways in 
which Nanping Christians frame and structure their efforts. Their long-term 
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involvement allows a particular leadership enlacing religious and “governing” 
aspects to emerge and get stronger. The pastoral clergy they operate under has 
a particular impact on their network and appears crucial to understand how the 
Gospel Church works. This appearance of a new and distinct actor – the pastoral 
clergy – calls for a return to the other actor encountered earlier in this chapter – 
the Church – to unfold how the two relate and complete each other. This is what 
the following and last section presents.  
 
The twin collaboration between “Church” and “Pastor”   
Beyond the interplay of multiple human actors and actions, the 
entanglement of various strategies and ambiguities, but also the influences of 
diverse socio-economic constraints and political factors, I finally return to the key 
role played by the two specific entities who appeared in the collective act that 
generates the Christian elderly home of the Gospel Church – the Church and the 
Pastors. I have shown how both of them emerge and reinforce themselves 
throughout the history of the elderly home. Now, I want to highlight how they are 
in fact intertwined and paired, arguing that the understanding of the Gospel 
Church Christianizing assemblage requires us to recognize their twin 
sponsorship.  
 
Within one body, under one head: the framing of a Christianizing assemblage  
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Through the vicissitude of the elderly home, I have shown that when 
Nanping Christians engage with their broader society, they do not only operate 
through inter-personal relationships between Christians and non-Christians, but 
they collectively generate among them two very distinct actors – the Church and 
the pastoral clergy. Both are foreign to the Nanping religious environment and 
synthesized within the Gospel Church itself. Both specifically participate in the 
ways in which goods are shared, people are collectively bound, and agency is 
channeled through this Christianizing assemblage.  
Yet, these two entities are very different from each other. The Church is a 
highly virtual being standing beyond the particular congregations, whereas the 
pastoral clergy is notoriously incarnated through the pastoral team and even 
more specifically in Pastor Sun. The Church refers to the abstract wholeness of 
the Christianizing assemblage, while the pastoral clergy refers to the visible and 
distinct part of it. The Church and the Pastoral clergy, the whole and the part, 
specify the assemblage. By nature, these two entities are extremely different, 
standing at different levels and operating through different means. Nevertheless, 
at the Gospel Church – like in most Christianizing assemblages – they are paired 
and interdependent. They simultaneously emerge, collaborate together and 
reinforce each other.  
This Christianizing assemblage is not just an unformed network; it is not 
an web of interpersonal relationships where humans and material objects vibrate 
together. As we saw in Chapter Two, it is highly centralized and operating in 
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respond to its center. Still, the Gospel Church does not simply aggregate 
churchgoers in an individualistic relation to the Christian face. Instead, two 
particular entities emerge through the network – the Church and the pastoral 
clergy – to frame, guide, and support the relations among individuals, either 
between them and their God, or between them and the broader society.   
 
Beyond groups and competition 
To illustrate further the indeterminate and struggling emergence of the 
Church-Pastor twin agency beyond the particular congregations of the Gospel 
Church, I want to uncover the multiple strategies that the Gospel Church 
implements to blur borders and separation, either with other Christianizing 
assemblages or with non-Christians. The twin Church-Pastor sponsorship targets 
more than specific congregations of Christians.   
At the elderly homes, kindergartens, or even the bookstore, the Gospel 
Church constantly offers space to and sometimes hires non-members (non-
Protestants or non-Christians). We saw that the elderly home hires non-Christian 
workers and hosts an increasing proportion of non-Christian elderly residents. 
The kindergartens apply the same policy. The new elderly home also receives 
financial support from Christian Churches other than the Gospel Church. Pastor 
Sun, on behalf of the Gospel Church, has given money several times to the 
Catholic Church in Nanping. Some members of the Gospel Church (even in the 
pastoral team) have family members involved in other Nanping Christianizing 
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entities. During my interviews, I also met a person who was hired at the 
bookstore of the Gospel Church without being a Christian and with a clear 
request to not convert. This refusal to become a Christian was not a fundamental 
problem for the Gospel Church, so the person was hired. Again, the Gospel 
Church does not operate as a membership group promoting co-sponsoring and 
mutual support only. This Christian assemblage is far from solely benefiting its 
“own” Christians and serving its own interests. The Gospel Church is not an 
impervious community with clear borders. There is more going on than 
membership and competition in the ways in which these Christians and Churches 
rely on each other.  
Borders between spaces are also blurred. In the early 1990s, the Gospel 
Church used the buildings of the Little Flock while they were rebuilding the 
Gospel Church sanctuary. A few years later, the True Jesus Church and the Little 
Flocks groups used the Gospel Church building when it was their turn to rebuild 
or expand their properties. Today, the Gospel Church is even absorbing another 
Protestant assembly that was until recently autonomous, the Full Grace Church 
(muentang 沐恩堂). Their building is still under a distinct legal status and 
operates under its own schedule, but the pastor is almost a full member of the 
pastoral team of the Gospel Church.  
Nanping Protestants even blur the legal framework designed by the 
administration to manage Protestants. Each township is supposed to have one 
independent Protestant Church operating under the policy of the Three-Self 
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Movement. However, at the level of the Yanping District, the Gospel Church from 
Nanping City overlaps and envelops most Protestant Churches of the 13 
administrative sub-units. Many of them named their building “Gospel Church” 
(fuyintang 福音堂). As we saw in Chapter One, goods and support also flow all 
across the different administrative units of the district, from Zhanghu to Baozhu 
and even beyond, to support new construction and renovation. Today, it is the 
Nanping City Gospel Church that supports (through their training, network 
opportunities, and salaries) most of the pastoral workers of the entire district. 
Nanping Christians clearly refuse to stand as impervious groups of each 
administrative unit.  
In this context, Protestantism in Nanping is not all about religious 
competition, distinctiveness and fragmentation. Without denying particularities 
and tensions among different groups, synergy and collaboration between the five 
Christianizing assemblages of Nanping are numerous. These efforts to generate 
ties among Christianizing assemblages are not only a networking strategy to deal 
with the authority of the Chinese state or the invasiveness of the Chinese popular 
religion. It is first and foremost because Nanping Christians pretend to respond to 
the same face, the Christian God, and share a common concern about being his 
only Church.  
 
The ambivalent shadow of the modern Chinese State  
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Finally, the emergence of the Church with its pastoral clergy is not only 
due to internal forces and theological concerns within Christianizing 
assemblages, but is also fostered by the modern political framework of China.  
Scholars studying religion in China have shown that the modernization of 
the Chinese state implied a partial integration of one (among several) Western 
conceptualizations of religion (Chau 2011; Yang 2008; Goossaert and Palmer 
2011). This European and modern model of religion emerged in the sixteenth to 
seventeenth centuries during the implosion of the medieval model of the Catholic 
Church (Casanova 1994). Hence, a religion appeared to be a distinct group 
under the guidance of a separate clergy and in relation to a set of sacred 
scriptures and doctrines. Exclusive affiliation and cognitive beliefs were central to 
the definition of religion. No matter how problematic this was, it became the scale 
for framing religious life in many modern states, including the Republican then 
Communist China. Goossaert and Palmer (2011) argue that this Western model 
became the primary tool that Chinese authorities applied to approach the 
complex, changing, and politically challenging religious reality of Chinese society. 
All believers and religious organizations were encouraged by the modern legal 
system to manifest themselves as distinct groups with identified, registered, and 
responding leaders. If this reorganization of religious practices was almost 
impossible for some religious networks and religious specialists of “traditional” 
China, Christians and their Churches were better suited to this modernized 
system. 
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This is ambiguous though. In one sense, the state is better equipped to 
recognize and control Christian organizations because they better match its 
applied framework. The Chinese popular religion is far less comprehensible to 
the administration. On the other hand, the state itself pushes Chinese Christians 
to accept the leadership of their pastors and to congregate as one group. These 
two aspects are quite odd for converts from Chinese popular religion. Today, 
Christians are mostly represented by their pastors inside the agencies 
implemented by the state to police religious organizations. This to some extent 
legitimizes even more the leadership of these pastors in their Church.  
 
Conclusion: Toward a Christian relatedness?  
In this chapter, I have presented how Nanping Christians engage with 
their broader society and step into one of the major social issues – the “aging 
crisis.” I have argued that their involvement is carried through two related actors 
who stand beyond individual Christians and shape their collective actions – the 
Church and the pastors. The flow of goods, volunteering time, and money are not 
just from individual to individual, or family to family, but through the sponsorship 
of these two entities. Both unique and inseparable, they sponsor together the 
commitment of Nanping Christians toward elderly people and distinguish their 
mode of operating from other local Non-Christian traditions.   
This finding speaks to the ways in which one may study the relationship 
between Christianity and civil society. If the question of the Church has long 
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attracted scholars’ interest, the question of the pastoral clergy remains fairly 
untouched by the anthropology of Christianity (Weber 1958; Keane 2007; Cao 
2011; Robbins 2004) or reduced to a question of control (Cannell 2006:24). 
However, Nanping Protestants reveal the central role played by their pastors in 
relation to their Church, and the potentialities that this twin sponsorship opens. 
These two entities, the Church and the pastors, are paired in the functioning of 
the Gospel Church. They are a rather specific means generated within the 
Christianizing assemblage. Their twin sponsorship frames and orients the ways 
in which Nanping Christians relate to civil society, deal with the financial and 
ethical torments of the aging crisis, and collectively stand before state power. 
Therefore, the study of the interplay between Christianity and civil society 
would greatly benefit from paying more attention to the particular clergy that 
Christians generate among themselves and inside their Church. Christians do not 
only bring moral values and individual commitments into the civil society, they 
also produce their own social actors (Menegon 2009:230). Christian 
assemblages are not an unspecified and homogeneous group, but a network 
able to generate internal specification and hierarchization to engage the broader 
society and ‘agence’ things and people around the presence of Christ. Hence, 
thinking of Christianity in relation to the civil society must integrate a reflection on 
the Church and its related pastoral clergy.  
Recognizing the presence and the role of these two entities, the Church 
and the pastors, also invites us to re-explore debates surrounding kinship and 
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relatedness. The fact that Christian pastors step into Christians’ kinship, for at 
least weddings and funerals (and often for infants’ baptism), questions the ways 
in which Chinese Christians view human relatedness. The question of kinship 
was a major field of Chinese studies, but lost its appeal several decades ago 
(Rawski and Watson 1991; Freedman 1966). The relatedness to ancestors 
(ancestral cult) has been one of the major issue of Chinese Christianity since the 
seventeenth century (Mungello 1994). The current multiplication of ancestral 
halls across Yanping District invites us to further explore how the local society is 
reactivating a certain understanding of kinship and how Christians and their 
pastors respond to that. Is there a particular Christian kinship and relatedness?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
257 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 29: A WEDDING AT THE NANPING GOSPEL CHURCH 
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CHAPTER 4: THE BLOODY BUSINESS OF CHRISTIAN CONVERSION 
 
“Blood, in Hebrew religion, was regarded as the source of life,  
and not to be touched except in the sacred conditions of sacrifice.” 
(Douglas 1976: 121) 
 
 
This dissertation started through the exploration of Christian buildings 
across Yanping District to show how these constructions are an active partner in 
the emergence of local Christianizing assemblages. The range of agency they 
display indicates that they are agents of the network within which local Christians 
evolve. In the second chapter, I explored what Protestants from the Gospel 
Church do inside these buildings and pointed how a central and peculiar actor 
should be considered to understand the ways in which Christians behave and 
refashion their agency. This is what I call the Christian face. Then, chapter three 
followed Protestants when they go out of their worship places and engage with 
the broader society. I uncovered how they operate under a twin sponsorship 
channeled by two distinct entities – the Church and the pastoral clergy. Along 
these three chapters, I revealed and described different types of acting entities 
(buildings as agents, the Christian face, the twin sponsorship of the virtual 
Church and the governing pastor), which all play a crucial role in the construction 
and expansion of the Gospel Church Christianizing assemblage. 
In this last chapter, I focus on two specific rules of the Gospel Church. The 
first is in the interdiction of burning offerings to God as the pagans do to their 
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idols. The second deals with animal blood. It is strictly forbidden for the Gospel 
Church Protestants to eat any kind of blood; it is a religious taboo. This fourth 
chapter investigates how these two interdictions operate inside the Gospel 
Church Christianizing assemblage. In a society where commoners eat almost 
everything and where only religious specialists typically have strict dietary rules, 
what is the aim of this Christian prohibition of blood? How are these interdictions 
impacting the life of Nanping Christians? What do they generate?  
In this chapter, I argue that these rituals are not just designed to set apart 
the Christian network or to protect Nanping Christians from the broader society’s 
religious influence. The point is not simply to build borders and separations but 
also to reveal in an efficient codification the presence of the Christian face (Orsi 
2016). I show how Chinese society is deeply interested in the power of matter, 
embedded in a specific ontology, and how the ways in which Christians banish 
the use of certain material objects or renegotiate their relationships to these 
objects speaks to this broader Chinese worldview. Building on a theory from 
visual art, I suggest that these rituals are designed to generate a dynamic 
transformation process, which is indeed the Christianizing conversion, where the 
Christian Lord can appear as central unifier repositioning all beings dwelling in 
Nanping city. The interplay between the presence of this God and this practice is 
crucial to deeply transform Chinese Christians’ worldview, engage with the 
broader Chinese society, and reinforce what I call an ontological revolution.  
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The first part of the chapter presents what Christians from the Gospel 
Church do and say about their blood taboo. I explain the ways in which blood is 
concretely managed to introduce the variety of situations and issues surrounding 
this particular liquid. I leave the interdiction about burning offerings to the end of 
the chapter. Then, I present the views and practices of other Nanping 
Christianizing assemblages on blood. This includes an exploration of the 
“symbolic” blood of Christ, the holy wine or grape juice, that Nanping Christians 
share in their worship services. The third step of this chapter returns to the 
broader Chinese society and its religiosities to highlight the environment within 
which Nanping Christians evolve and speak. It is in relation to this context that 
we can, by contrast, understand what this blood taboo generates. After 
presenting this context, I unfold my own argument about the Protestant blood 
taboo. Finally, the last part of this chapter enlarges the scope of our observation 
to look at the Protestant treatment of a few other material objects such as water, 
corpses, and paper offerings, and highlights the cosmological revolution they 
enact.  
 
The Gospel Church dealing with blood 
According to the vast majority of Nanping Christians, the bible bans all 
consumption of blood, cooked or raw. As soon as someone becomes a Christian, 
he cannot eat any more food made out of animal blood or meat from an animal 
that has not been properly bled. The avoidance of blood consumption is one of 
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the most basic commitments endorsed by a new Christian during his baptism. 
Usually, there is no discussion or question about this duty and extremely rare are 
those who challenge this narrative. Many interviewees mentioned to me how they 
have learned to give up specific kinds of food because of their faith in Jesus. If I 
asked for an explanation of this, Chinese Christians and their pastors say that the 
bible clearly bans all consumption of blood. They say, “The Bible says we cannot 
eat blood” or “God does not allow it.”71 Many churchgoers referred to their 
pastors and suggested asking Pastor Sun directly for an explanation.  
A few of them would, like their pastors do, quote the Book of Acts to back 
up their statement. It refers to the first council of Jerusalem (around 50 A.D.), 
when delegates from all early Christian communities gathered around the 
apostles in Jerusalem to define what non-Jews converting to Jesus Christ should 
do regarding the numerous prescriptions and rituals from the Jewish tradition. 
Finally, Peter stood up and claimed: “Wherefore my sentence is, that we trouble 
not them, which from among the Gentiles are turned to God. But that we write 
unto them, that they abstain from pollutions of idols, and from fornication, and 
from things strangled, and from blood.” 72 Often, this avoidance of blood is also 
presented by churchgoers and their leaders as extremely good for one’s health. 
                                                                
71 圣经说我们不能吃血.上帝不允许.  
72 Acts 15:19-20 (KJV). Note that this biblical justification commonly referred to by Nanping 
Christians of the Gospel Church does not specifically refer to eating. Surprisingly, they rarely 
referred to the first testament verses on this question of blood; as the Adventists do.  
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However, this interdiction does not go against touching blood or transfusion. 
Giving blood for medical purposes is neither a problem nor a question.  
Cindy is a local Christian in her late twenties. She speaks English perfectly 
and is used to traveling often. She received baptism before entering 
college when she was 17. It was her mother who, following the advice of a 
Christian cousin living in Hong Kong, introduced her to the Gospel Church. 
During the summers of her university studies, she actively supported the 
Gospel Church, helping with youth camps and the annual summer musical 
tour across Fujian.  
In 2008, after graduation, she spent two years in Thailand working in a 
local school teaching Chinese. She still remembers one Thai dish that she 
enjoyed very much. Unfortunately, she soon realized that the recipe 
included blood. Therefore, she decided to give up her favorite Thai dish. 
However, her host family quickly realized her renouncement and started to 
cook the same dish just for her but without blood. 
 
Although the large majority of Protestants who belong to the Three-Self 
Patriotic Churches carefully follow this rule, a very few Christians still question it:  
Meilin, the wife of my assistant, is regularly complaining about the 
impossibility for Protestants to enjoy some traditional dishes made out of 
blood. Meilin and her husband, who works at the Gospel Church, are in 
their early forties. Both converted a few years ago after the sudden death 
of a loved one, and then met at Church. Meilin often talks about a famous 
soup from southern Fujian that she likes very much. It is easy to find in 
many small restaurants but it includes small cubes of cooked blood. Now 
that she is a Christian, she has to remove them one by one each time she 
wants to enjoy this soup.  
During our discussions about the Protestants’ blood taboo, she argues 
that the explanation given by the Gospel Church was not entirely 
coherent. According to her, pastors banish blood but do not endorse all 
the other prohibitions that one can find in the bible. “Why do we still eat 
pork but must give on blood?” she asked me several times.  
After a few months of hearing my theological critiques, she decided to 
occasionally eat blood and enjoy some traditional dishes. She discreetly 
mentions to me that her husband does not oppose it because of my 
personal influence on him. Still, my assistant and I were a bit embarrassed 
by her “protesting” spirit and “disobedient” behavior. We kept the 
knowledge of it to ourselves. Although the three of us agreed that this 
blood taboo is not central to a Christian life, openly rejecting it implicitly 
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questions pastoral and Church authority, putting both my assistant and 
myself in an ambiguous relation to the Gospel Church.    
 
Another point of tension, less obvious in an urban area like Nanping City, 
is about the management of blood while killing an animal. For instance, I heard 
pastors complaining about some Christians who sold the blood of the pig they 
had just slaughtered. According to the pastors, these Christians were already 
doing well by not consuming the blood themselves. But still, they did not fully 
understand their faith because they let others eat it. They should rather collect 
the blood properly and bury it respectfully. It is an offense against God to eat 
blood, no matter who does it. Pastors, as almost all Christians, are used to 
explaining that blood is life (ming命). It is in some sense the living soul given by 
God and we must all respect it, Christians and non-Christians alike. 
Not being aware of this blood taboo before my fieldwork, I several times 
questioned Nanping informants about its historical background. Where is this 
taboo coming from? When did it appear? For most Nanping Christians, since this 
practice is rooted in the bible, it is universally applied among all Protestants since 
– at least – the Reformation. It is from the bible and that is all that matters. 
However, a few pastors and senior Christians still remember that in the quite 
recent past (the early 1980s), Nanping Christians did eat blood. For instance, 
Pastor Sun mentioned that the former head pastor of the Gospel Church, the old 
pastor murdered in 1988 who was trained directly by American missionaries 
before Liberation, ate blood. This venerable pastor did not know about this 
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dietary rule. Some churchgoers also remember old Christians and devoted 
grandparents eating blood. Although no one talks much about it today, this 
suggests that in Nanping City, the blood taboo became effective only after the 
early 1990s.  
To my knowledge, Methodist missionaries who came to Nanping City did 
not prohibit the consumption of blood. I never found anything about a blood taboo 
in the archives from the Yenping Conference. According to Pastor Sun, this 
practice appeared at the end of the 1980s to pacify theological debates among 
renascent Protestant denominations. As we will see later in this chapter, it is 
other Chinese Protestant denominations who first implemented this taboo. Then, 
when different interpretations and denominational traditions became stronger in 
the 1980s, the mainstream Three-Self Patriotic Movement endorsed this blood 
taboo as a sign of good will to favor “harmony” within Chinese Protestantism. 
Today, most official Protestant Churches across southern China implement this 
blood taboo. Yet, leaders of the Fuzhou School of Theology are aware of the 
theological problems surrounding this practice and remain cautious about it.  
In other parts of China, debates around the pertinence and 
appropriateness of this taboo are still vivid. Depending on local historical legacy, 
each region may have a different view and the taboo may be more or less self-
evident. For instance, in Wenzhou, Zhejiang Province, where the main 
missionary society before 1949 was the China Inland Mission, an important 
pastor of the Three-Self Patriotic Movement explained to me how he avoids 
265 
 
 
 
eating blood to not offend elderly Christians (Austin 2007; Cao 2011). When he 
was a child, his parents also buried the blood of the pig they killed for the 
Chinese New Year. However, today, this pastor does not embrace this blood 
taboo and does not really encourage it. Yet, a pastor from a nearby unregistered 
Church in southern Zhejiang, applies the same policy as the Nanping Gospel 
Church and actively encourages the blood taboo. In Shanghai, a fairly large 
unregistered Protestant Church within which I conducted research, rejects this 
new Protestant taboo and does not promote any dietary rules. In Northern China 
(Heilongjiang Province), I witnessed that the blood taboo is becoming more and 
more prominent and unquestionable. Overall, my understanding is that the blood 
taboo is becoming stronger and more widespread across Chinese Protestantism.   
 
The blood of Christ 
Despite all these debates about biological blood, one cannot ignore that in 
a Christian context, blood also relates to the blood of Christ and to the liquid that 
many Christians drink during their Eucharistic services. Exploring the notion of 
blood among Nanping Christians calls, therefore, to explore the grape juice that 
they use to signify or refer to the blood of Christ.   
The first Sunday of each month, all the congregations of the Gospel 
Church perform a Eucharistic service with the consecration and consumption of 
bread and wine. After a consecrating prayer said by the presiding minister, the 
bread symbolizes – or refers to – the body of Christ, and the wine His blood. The 
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nature and the way of preparing the bread has been a matter of precise attention 
and regulation by the Gospel Church. The hosts are very common: individual 
wafers, round, white, and made of unleavened bread. The main goal is first to 
follow the biblical prescription, then to deal with technical matters (such as 
avoiding crumbling bread).  
 
FIGURE 30: EUCHARISTIC SERVICE AT THE GOSPEL CHURCH 
However, the wine has been the focus of an even longer concern. Before 
entering these debates, one must notice that images of grape and vines decorate 
many parts of the Gospel Church buildings and other Christian sites. On the main 
door of the Nanping City Gospel Church, on the inside door of the chapel, the 
altar occasionally used in the chancel, the stained glass of the worship hall, 
motifs and images of grape and wine are multiple. Either carved in the wood or 
painted on a wall, this specific plant appears as one of the most recurrent 
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markers used by Nanping Christian to decorate their places of worship. It is even 
the only permanent design affixed on religious furniture (ministers’ seat, altar) 
used inside the twenty places of worship of the Gospel Church Christianizing 
assemblages. Other Nanping Christianizing assemblages also use these grape 
plant motifs in their churches. In short, the fruitful grape plant, like the piano, is a 
recurrent sign present across all Nanping Christianizing entities.  
Nevertheless, until recently, producing or buying the proper liquid in 
Nanping City (grape wine or juice) was not easy and obvious. First of all, the 
grape was not a local product. Nanping Christians needed to buy it in Fuan or 
Nanya, two nearby localities where Catholicism has been present for centuries 
and where there is a local production of grapes (Menegon 2003). Second, there 
was a long-standing debate within Protestant circles about whether they should 
consume fresh or fermented grape juice during eucharistic services. According to 
Pastor Sun, this debate became very tense during the mid-1990s when the 
number of Protestants was growing rapidly and traditions were differentiating 
from each other. Some groups claimed that the juice must be fermented, some 
the opposite.  
Since wine was not really available on the broader market, many Nanping 
Christians produced their own fermented grape juice and shared it with their 
Christianizing assemblage. Still, the way to obtain fermentation was also 
problematic. Many Christians had a personal recipe to produce wine, usually by 
adding a large amount of cane sugar. Then, some wine tasted and looked “fine,” 
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but some tasted “funny” and looked strange. During the 1980s-1990s, debates 
about wine raged across Protestant Churches. Was it a theological problem that 
the fermented juice was produced by using other substances than grapes? Did 
the taste and quality of the beverages matter?  
At that point, buying wine or juice on the market was not really an option 
because of many dangerous counterfeits. Also, some Christians tended to 
monopolize the prestige of producing the wine (or the juice) of the congregation, 
raising competition and jealousy among them. Consequently, when the 
production of a more standard wine became more common and more affordable 
in China, Pastor Sun finally settled the tension surrounding holy wine. In the early 
2010s, he forced every single congregation of the Gospel Church to only buy and 
use the wine produced by a Protestant winery in Mudanjiang, northern China. 
Some elders still continue to produce their own mixture but it is not supposed to 
be the one used during the monthly Eucharistic services.  
Debates and concerns about proper ways to consume the holy wine, the 
blood of Christ, did not miraculously vanish, though. Since many consider this 
consecrated wine as extremely good for health, they advocate for increasing its 
consumption. Pastors, however, limit the Eucharistic service to once a month and 
forbid people to save any consecrated bread or wine. This way of regulating the 
practice through the twin Church-Pastor sponsorship seems largely accepted 
today. For the university students in Fuzhou, the Gospel Church sends only one 
small bottle of consecrated wine to the apartment rented by the Gospel Church 
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for their meetings. This exception says something about how the consecrated 
bread and wine are used to physically and symbolically nourish the communion 
between these expatriated students and their mother Church. Except for this 
case, the consecrated bread and wine must be immediately consumed.  
Still, this leaves room for concerns and tensions about the proper way to 
do it. What is the proper bodily attitude in which to receive communion? Today, 
Protestants of the Nanping Gospel Church usually remain seated. They receive 
the consecrated bread and wine from deacons who walk through the pews. 
However, during the week before Easter, especially on Good Friday, 
churchgoers stand up, proceed to the chancel and kneel down at the barrier 
marking the distinction between the chancel and the rest of the sanctuary. There, 
they receive the communion from a single and large golden chalice presented by 
the presiding pastor. In the past, the communion was typically received this way 
every month. It is still the usual way to receive communion in many Protestant 
Churches of the Nanping Prefectures, especially in places where the early 
missionaries were Anglican (Jianou). In Nanping, however, the Gospel Church 
pastors have ruled – officially, for practical reasons related to the large number of 
congregants – that Christians remain seated while receiving communion. Only on 
the Good Friday service, the proper bodily attitude returns to the ancient and 
solemn way.  
Yet, some Nanping Christians are worried about the proper way to 
respectfully transport the sacred liquid. For instance, the nature of the cups in 
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which every single churchgoer usually receives the blood of Christ has again 
been a matter of concern. In the past, some congregations used special cups 
made out of wood. However, wood was hard to wash and proved to keep some 
of the precious blood on itself. During my trips across Protestant Churches of 
southern China, I also saw cups made of glass and some of porcelain. These 
materials avoid remaining drops or residue but tend to easily break. At the 
Gospel Church, Christians now use unbreakable small plastic cups, easy to 
wash, sanitize, and dry.  
Again, in some places, the water used to 
wash these cups and the containers of the 
consecrated wine became objects of various 
concerns. How should one respectfully treat this 
water mixed with holy wine? I witnessed, for 
instance, that some Nanping Protestants pour this 
mixed water on the greens or flowers, not into the 
waste. It is the solution they found to respect the 
remaining holy blood diluted in this water. But in 
some other places of the Gospel Church network, 
people in charge of rinsing the cups do not really 
worry and just throw this water away. So far, there 
is not any explicit rule about this washing process. 
FIGURE 31: WASHING THE 
CUPS OF THE HOLY 
COMMUNION 
271 
 
 
 
Clearly, the proper ways to produce and treat the holy beverage, the blood 
of Christ, and the theological issues embedded in them, remain important 
questions under negotiation for churchgoers and their pastors. Despite all the 
regulations and rules promoted by the pastors, their Christianizing assemblage 
displays a large range of interest and concerns about the correct way to 
understand, manipulate, consume, and respect the liquid through which Jesus 
Christ becomes present to his disciples. This brief introduction of Nanping 
Protestant practices surrounding blood demonstrates two points. First, there is no 
stable and unique understanding of the nature of blood among Christians joining 
the Gospel Church. Secondly, the blood of living animals and the blood of Christ 
are still both major concerns for them. To unpack the dynamics embedded in 
their relationships to these liquids, the following section compares and contrasts 
the ways in which other Christians in Nanping treat them. This will help us to 
evaluate how representative and distinctive the Gospel Church is on this matter.  
 
The other Christianizing assemblages dealing with blood and holy wine   
As presented in the introduction of this dissertation, there are five 
Christianizing assemblages in Nanping City. The one theologically closest to the 
Gospel Church is the Christian Assembly (Little Flock). When it comes to blood, 
the two assemblages are extremely similar. They both banish consumption of 
any kind of blood, and they both value the blood of Christ shared during Church 
services. During the Eucharistic service, which happens every Sunday at the 
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Christian Assembly Church, Christians stand up but remain at their seat. Then 
they pass to each other a glass of locally made wine, consecrated earlier by one 
of the elders of the community. Everyone (including me, a Catholic visitor) 
receives one little spoon that he/she can plunge into the glass to take some of 
the precious liquid and drink it. After the communion, volunteers collect the little 
spoons to wash and sanitize them. 
For the Adventists, even though they gather every week, they share the 
holy communion only once a month. However, their day of rest and prayer is not 
on Sunday, but on Saturday, a point heavily criticized by other Nanping 
Protestants. Before their Eucharistic services, they wash each other’s feet. 
According to them, this ritual of purification is absolutely required. For the 
beverage identified as the blood of Christ, they use homemade grape juice with 
no added sugar and no fermentation. They say it has to be pure as Christ 
requested. Most Adventist Christians bring a small flask during these Eucharistic 
services in order to receive extra holy blood to bring back home or to share with 
persons in need. After the service, if there is consecrated bread left, they burn it 
in order to destroy it respectfully.  
Beyond their Eucharist services per se, Adventists in Nanping are known 
for their multiple and strict alimentary rules. They do not eat blood, meat, or milk. 
Most of them eat fish. Again, they explain that these rules come directly from the 
bible and are, therefore, very good for health. Following these dietary rules is a 
return to the original prescriptions given by God to all humans and favors 
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longevity. Some churchgoers were proud to point out that their elderly Christians 
were so healthy that they could even climb six flights of stairs to join Church 
services every Saturday. However, other Nanping Christians tend to mock their 
alimentary casuistry and point out that the wedding banquets of Adventist people 
are consequently very basic and not worth the red envelope with money that 
guests must offer.   
Catholics in Nanping, following the teaching of the Catholic Church, are 
quite different from Protestants when it comes to blood. First of all, they eat 
animal blood. For contemporary Chinese Catholics, there is no interdiction or 
taboo about this. Animal blood is nothing special or sacred. In the past though, 
Catholic missionaries enforced more specific alimentary and fasting rules in 
China, such as the requirement for a catechumen to eat a piece of meat during 
baptism (Menegon 2005:210; Smorzhevskii 2016:49). Second, their relationship 
to the Eucharistic blood is more controlled and restricted by the clergy. Usually, 
Catholics in Nanping, both official and underground, like in many places in the 
world, receive the consecrated bread but not necessarily the holy wine. Local 
believers explain that it is more convenient this way, and receiving both artifacts 
does not really matter.  
Nevertheless, for Catholics, bread and wine are both defined as the real 
presence of Jesus Christ. Both receive great care and respect. When Catholics 
receive the holy communion, they come to the center of the sanctuary, receive 
the host in their hands, and consume every single piece without spilling any 
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crumb. Then the priest and eventually some Christians drink all of the holy wine 
before the mass is over. For the official community in Nanping, it is Sister Shi, a 
consecrated virgin, who usually helps Father Wu to finish the wine. No 
consecrated wine would be stored. However, the rest of the holy bread is always 
saved in a special box (the tabernacle) to be consumed later. If something 
happens to this bread (e.g. moisture), it has to be respectfully destroyed by fire. 
On all these matters, official and unregistered Catholics from Nanping do not 
differ from the general rules of the Catholic Church. Consequently, Nanping 
Catholics do not share their Eucharistic bread and wine with non-Catholics. At 
the Gospel Church and the Little Flock Church, the consecrated bread and wine 
are shared among all baptized people, including a Catholic man like myself. This 
is not a problem. Still, the other way around is not possible; Catholics do not 
allow non-Catholic Christians to receive their holy communion.73  
The last Christianizing assemblage in Nanping is the True Jesus Church. 
Regarding animal blood, these churchgoers and their leaders banish all kind of 
consumption. They refer to rules from the bible to support their practices, but 
they emphasize statements from the first testament more than those of St. Paul. 
According to them, God banished all consumption of blood, and even of meat 
from strangled animals. Meat can be consumed as long as there is no blood in it. 
For the holy blood of Jesus, they use only grape juice, non-fermented and 
                                                                
73 This restriction toward other Christians is usually true among most Orthodox and Oriental 
Churches as well. The Catholic approach is not an exception.  
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without any additives (e.g. cane sugar). They share the holy meal (shengcan圣
餐) only among baptized churchgoers, and only once per season, which means 
almost every three months. They do not store any of the Eucharistic elements. 
In conclusion, the diverse practices among Nanping Christians reveal how 
the matter of blood and holy wine are important to them. Protestants from the 
Gospel Church are not the only ones wondering about the nature and agency of 
these liquids. All Nanping Christianizing assemblages implement various rules 
and practices to define the proper way to produce, transport, and consume these 
liquids. Although their theological statements and ritual practices are very 
diverse, they still share a common concern about blood (animal blood and holy 
wine). Blood seems to be crucial in the emergence of a Christian identity, but the 
way to relate to it still remains under constant debate and negotiation. Although 
there is a shared concern, there is no real shared answer to it.  
Interesting enough, three of these assemblages (the Catholic Church, the 
Gospel Church, and the True Jesus Church) have the identical habit of projecting 
clips from the movie The Passion of the Christ during their communion services. 
This cinematographic opus produced by Mel Gibson in 2004 describes in 122 
minutes the suffering endured by Christ during his crucifixion. It is 
overwhelmingly gory. While Nanping churchgoers are receiving in silence the 
consecrated bread and wine, bloody scenes from this movie are broadcast on 
the screens of their respective sanctuaries. This shared practice reinforces the 
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idea that the blood of Christ, and indeed blood in general, fascinates Nanping 
Christians.  
Before offering a comprehensive model to explain the Christian fascination 
and concern about blood, and their shared similarities and particularities, the 
following section presents how blood is perceived within the broader Chinese 
context, especially from the perspective of Chinese religiosities. I first discuss the 
broader religious landscape of Nanping. From this, I present how blood is 
apprehended and treated by local people. This will help us to evaluate whether 
the Christian attitude toward blood is an echo of the larger cultural context or 
whether it is something else that we need to investigate. 
 
Blood and Wine in the context of Chinese religiosities 
This section intends to point to some of the fundamental dynamics of 
Chinese religiosities in order to trace back the particularities of Chinese 
Christians in their relation to blood. I argue that understanding the Chinese 
religious environment helps to evaluate the significance of the Protestant blood 
taboo without fully explaining it. I show that blood in the Chinese religious 
landscape does not carry a specific significance. It is neither a banal product nor 
a highly symbolic liquid. The religious environment alone is not sufficient to 
explain Protestant practices.  
Since discussing the Chinese religious landscape is once again 
methodologically and theoretically delicate, I first introduce scholarly debates 
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about “Chinese religions.” What counts as a religious act? What does it mean in 
China to belong to a religious tradition? What are the criteria to discriminate 
differences and separation among religious traditions? In the Chinese context, 
these broad questions are far from settled and keep nourishing vivid scholarly 
debates. These deliberations surrounding notions of Chinese religiosities are 
crucial for situating my further arguments about blood and materiality. Then I 
briefly return to what I have observed in Nanping City in terms of religious 
practices. Finally, I question the Protestant treatment of blood to indicate which, if 
any, of the Chinese religiosities share similar ideas to the Nanping Christians’ 
view of blood.  
As a reminder, this section offers data to locate Nanping Christians’ 
religious situation and to point out fundamental dynamics. The goal of this 
dissertation is not to design a comprehensive model of Chinese religiosities. It 
primarily investigates Chinese Christianity as it manifests itself in Nanping City. 
However, I choose to do so by context and by contrast.  
 
Chinese Religions and the power of matter  
How can one present the Chinese religious landscape? What does the 
anthropological literature say? While some scholars point out the diversity of 
practices and the conceptual problems surrounding the recognition and 
categorization of religious traditions in China (Yang 2008; Chau 2011), others 
define religion in China as a shared reality, which primarily remains a question 
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posing a theoretical and practical challenge for scholars and policymakers 
(Goossaert and Palmer 2011). Although Buddhism and Taoism appear to meet 
the Western standards of a typical religion, Confucianism appear more 
problematic (Cheng 2002, 2005; Sun 2013). The Chinese state does not 
consider Confucianism as a religion even though Confucian schools promote 
moral teachings and ritual performances, which makes it affined to religiosity.  
Beyond these three relatively distinct and recognizable traditions – 
Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism – a large range of evolving practices 
(qigong, fengshui, divination), mixing all kind of domains (medicine, astrology, 
gymnastic, architecture) remain problematic because they are outside of any 
clear affiliation and borrow from multiple religious traditions at once. The variety 
of these practices has been progressively described as belonging to a quite 
original, partially vague, fairly regional and constantly changing “Chinese popular 
religion” (also called Chinese folk religion) (Dean 1993; Wong 2011; Yang and 
Hu 2012). Today, a synchronic presentation of the Chinese religious landscape 
then juxtaposes these three referential entities (Buddhism, Taoism, popular 
religion) and insist on their overlap and interplay (Puett 2013; Chau 2011; 
Goossaert and Palmer 2011). When it comes to introducing the Chinese religious 
context, there is a general agreement among scholars to start at least with these 
three entities. 74   
                                                                
74 Of course, this presentation must also treat Islam and Christianity, both present in China for 
centuries.  
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Considering the current Chinese religious situation, especially its living 
reality, also requires a more diachronic and political approach to uncover 
dynamics around rationality and materiality. Scholars have pointed out that since 
1898, the Chinese state has been increasingly targeting all “Chinese” religions to 
alternatively reshape, orient or even eradicate them (Goossaert 2006a). Mayfair 
Yang, looking back at more recent history, argues that modern China, including 
both the Republican (1911-1949) and the Communist (1949-today) regimes, is 
marked by an internalization of Western superiority, especially in its prioritization 
of a specific kind of rationality where religious life is redefined as superstitious, 
anti-scientific, and backward. In this context, “the doctrine of materialism, in 
which all phenomena of the universe, including human culture, ethics, religious 
and spiritual matters, are reducible to material aspects of nature and move 
according to predictable scientific laws, had special appeal” (Yang 2008:21). For 
the Chinese state, modern science became a reference to define national goals 
and to reframe Chinese religiosities.  
The Communist state has also implemented a very specific materialist 
ideology in which modern science and atheism became mandatory references. It 
entails that the official religious policy has both restricted the religious landscape 
(early campaigns against superstitions, persecution of religious leaders during 
the Cultural Revolution 1966-1976, eradication of a large variety of practices and 
temples), but also indirectly encouraged the materialist dimension of Chinese 
religiosities to recycle itself (Ashiwa and Wank 2009; Marsh 2011). In the new 
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era of the domination of Western science, many ancient Chinese interests about 
the nature and power of matter found a new legitimacy. Different dynamics 
embedded in the bedrock of Chinese geomancy, martial arts, medicine, or 
astrology (such as the flow of energy, the interactions between different material 
elements), overlapping with all kinds of religious practices 
(auspicious/inauspicious times, sites of worship, funeral rituals), echo the primary 
interests of modern science.  
In this process, many local practices and traditions recast themselves with 
more “rational” and “Western” clothes. The most famous example is the effective 
transformation of Chinese medicine into an official field recognized and 
supported by the modern Chinese state. Medical teaching and practices were 
“purified” from most obvious “superstitious” influences (exorcism, use of talisman) 
to generate a more scientific Chinese medicine (Hinrichs and Barnes 2013). 
Beyond China itself, acupuncture is one of the most recognized cases of a 
successful reconversion of an ancient Chinese tradition into a modern and 
international medical domain. 
In China, though, practices like searching for an auspicious time for social 
activity, considering geomantic parameters for construction, or applying religious 
gymnastics to nourish life still remain extremely meaningful, coherent and 
appealing to most people, while generating all kinds of new practices and 
teachings (Farquhar and Zhang 2012; Palmer et al. 2011). Some of these long-
standing interests about the power of matter generate more “secular” entities, 
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such as the qigong movement, while others turn more religious, such as the 
Falungong movement (Palmer 2007). The distinction between the two categories 
remains very thin and changing. Therefore, it is important to note that beyond 
formally recognized religions, the scientific and atheist materialism implemented 
by the Chinese state has facilitated the transmission and transformation of a 
large range of religio-materialist practices into contemporary China and beyond 
(acupuncture, fengshui, qigong, kung fu, and so on).  
Presenting the Chinese religious landscape in order to better understand 
Chinese Christianity cannot be limited to officially distinct, defined, and 
recognized religions. If we want to understand the religious context within which 
Nanping Christians evolve, we must also pay attention to diffuse and transversal 
dynamics that mark the Chinese society. The one I want to particularly highlight 
is about the power of matter. An interest in material agency has been constantly 
reformulated these last decades, borrowing from different sources (Western 
science, Chinese traditions, Communist atheism), but still inform all sorts of 
practices and beliefs.  
As I have already presented in chapter two, Nanping citizens constantly 
apply various types of religious practices, such as burning incense under a shady 
bridge, using geomancy to build a new home, or relying on the traditional 
almanac to define an auspicious date for a family wedding. In fact, a concern 
about the power of matter is one of the driving forces of this local religious 
dynamism. Nanping people’s ways of worshipping depend on perceptions of 
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heterogeneous time, material dynamics and geomancy. Often, the flow of Qi, a 
vital force, which results from the interaction of material elements, is the 
important factor defining the place, the date and ways of designing a religious 
ritual. This flow of Qi can be adjusted or reinforced but is always taken into 
consideration.  
Yet, the theory of Qi – if we assume there exists a coherent, explicit and 
standardized theory – is not the comprehensive model to explain the entire 
Chinese religious system. Many Nanping worshipers never talk about Qi to 
explain their religious practices. In numerous cases, the personal aspect of one 
god is more crucial to frame his cult and the uniqueness of his power cannot be 
replaced by any impersonal flow of energy. For instance, Nanping temple-goers 
do not rely on the god Luzu (吕祖), one of the most important gods for divination 
through mediumistic writing, as they do on Guanyin, the Chinese female 
Bodhisattva, or on the Three Saints, a trilogy of three deities worshiped together 
in many villages around Nanping (Baptandier and Turgeon 2003). For their 
worshipers, gods are not a vague, impersonal, and interchangeable flow of 
energy (Lin 2015). This brings us to point out how in Nanping City, there are at 
least two, and even more explanatory models of Chinese religiosities. As Robert 
Weller explains, the different Chinese clergies (Buddhist monks, Taoist priest), 
religious experts (spirit mediums, temple keepers) and elites (entrepreneurs, 
educated persons) have indeed distinct and quite divergent explanatory models 
to interpret one single religious element, like the gods, the ghosts, or the 
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ancestors (Weller 1987). The diversity of Chinese religious practices takes root in 
a variety of irreducible sources that one can neither ignore or oversimplify, nor 
absolutize or divide too sharply. Exploring Chinese religiosities forces us to 
seriously consider the coexistence and overlapping of heterogeneous 
explanatory models. 
Echoing scholarly debates, I suggest to look at this Chinese religious 
landscape as a polysemic reality, a heterogeneous system flexible enough to 
constantly integrate new imports, but still inherently diverse.75 The Chinese 
religious life takes root in multiple traditions and considers the world as 
generated by self-substituting distinct elements. The most primordial elements 
may be the yin and the yang, two irreducible beings always hard to define 
through Western concepts. What matters is that principles are plural, at least two. 
The debate about their exact number has been a continuous matter of concern 
within the Chinese intellectual and religious history. The primary principles of 
being, fundamental substance, might be more than two. For instance, the 
number of souls constituting one single human being was never definitely 
determined. The most common tradition suggests that there are at least three 
light souls and seven heavy ones to shape one human body.76  
                                                                
75 For example, philosophers like Angus C. Graham, Roger Ames and David Hall use the notion 
of "correlative cosmology" to describe this multiplicity inherent to the Chinese cosmology. Also, 
anthropologist Philippe Descola describe the Chinese cosmology as an analogy system (in 
contrast with the three other systems he uses to typify human societies worldwide).  
76 sanhunqipo三魂七魄 
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Looking at the human being as a composite agglomerate without any 
unique self-subsiding entity can be illustrated through ethnographies of Chinese 
funerals (E. Martin 1973; E. Martin and Wolf 1974; Jordan 1972). For instance, in 
the still recent past of southern China, and still in Taiwan, many Chinese people 
strongly discriminated between the different physical elements of their ancestors’ 
bodies when they came to worship them. From five to seven years after the 
burial, the tomb was reopened and the bones were carefully collected and moved 
to a new place for proper devotion. The rest of the original tomb, marked by the 
other remaining substances of the departed, was destroyed and abandoned. In 
the long run, only the bones received a certain type of worship. The yin of the 
flesh and the yang of the bones received distinct treatments.  
In conclusion, the Chinese religious landscape where Nanping Christians 
evolve is both deeply materialistic, heterogeneous, and polysemic (Lin 2015). 
The Western and modern distinction that theoretically opposes the material to the 
spiritual and tends to assign religion to the second category is not relevant to 
Chinese religiosities. Neither is a model of religion assuming that there is a 
unique organizing principle at work in China. This must be carefully questioned. 
For most Nanping people, the world is perceived as the evolving outcome of 
multiple interactions among intrinsically different elements. Gods are not external 
from these interactions. They are powerful entities composed of these elements 
and able to partially orient the flow of things. A strong continuum among all 
entities produces the cosmos (humans, animals, gods, ghosts, mountains, 
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weather, and so on). It is within this living and challenging reality that Nanping 
Christians enact their response to the Christian face.  
 
Blood and wine in this Chinese context 
What about blood in this religious context and in the broader Chinese 
environment?  First, one must notice that in China, the body – and not only the 
blood – is traditionally perceived “as intimately connected with the world around 
it: the body and the environment mutually influence each other, each being 
permeated with essences that circulated through the cosmos” (Brownell 
1995:241). There is no obvious, absolute and reinforced separation between the 
human body and its environment. What matters is to maintain the yin and yang 
balance and the proper circulation of the four substances: the seminal essence 
(jing 精 ), the vital energy (qi气), the spirit (shen 神) and the blood (xue 血) 
(Brownell 1995:241). In this approach, no unique liquid is intrinsically more 
important or vital than another. The proper balance of the four is what matters. 
Still, this economy of fluids was primarily ruled by scarcity. All are important, and 
none of them should be wasted. 
Echoing scholarly research, Nanping Taoist priests confirmed to me that 
the Chinese notion of blood refers to a yin form of Qi. Sometimes, it can be 
“weak” and requires to be nurtured and balanced. It also carries connotations of 
femaleness (Furth 1986). In this context, consumption of animal blood can 
occasionally be used as a medicine (to reinforce the body). Drinking a bowl of 
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fresh chicken blood can purify or stimulate the body. Beyond this medicinal 
purpose, blood could also simply be cooked and consumed as food. In the 
Nanping region, there are different soups and dishes that include animal blood. 
The important thing is to not consume too much of it. This would disturb the 
physiological balance of the body, and therefore affect one’s health. This 
approach advocating for moderation is true for almost every type of food. One’s 
diet should always be proportionate and balanced in order to not perturb the 
homeostasis of the body. In this context, the consumption of blood, or the fact of 
touching it, is not a taboo per se.  
At the same time, animal blood is often used by Taoist priests or other 
religious specialists within religious rituals. For example, blood from a white cock 
is needed to "dot" new god images or ancestral tablets. Also, various groups of 
the Chinese society, such as the Hakka who are largely present in Fujian, look at 
blood from childbirth as a link between generations that requires to return to the 
offspring. Therefore, it is considered as a polluting substance that needs specific 
rituals of purification. During the funerals of a mother, her offspring need to free 
her through a blood bowl ceremony, performed with male Taoist priests or female 
mediums:  
“The ritual (…) involves setting up a small stool in the courtyard, under 
which sand is piled. Painted duck eggs and colored pennants are 
arranged in the sand. A bowl filled with wine is placed in the center of the 
sand pile beneath the stool. This stool with its flags and sand represents a 
fortress guarded by demons of the underworld. Imprisoned within the 
fortress is the soul of the dead woman, wallowing in a pool of blood, 
represented by the bowl of wine. In order to secure her release, her 
descendants drink the bowl of wine, symbolically drinking the blood in the 
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pool of hell. Once done, her soul is released from this torture and her 
passage through the underworld to rebirth is expedited.” (Miska 1993:90) 
These different examples reveal that there is no unique, strongly specific 
or coherent understanding of blood in the Chinese world. In general, Chinese 
people do not have any food taboo or religious dietary restrictions concerning 
blood specifically. Only people deeply engaged within a religious tradition and 
religious specialists have various and strict dietary restrictions, including most of 
the time an avoidance of meat.77 This suggests again that there is nothing 
specifically “Chinese” about blood. Depending on regional or ethnic background 
and on the religious tradition that one might prefer, blood can be defined as 
positive and beneficial, or somehow neutral. In some circumstances, it is 
perceived as negative and harmful. In many cases, though, blood is not 
considered by itself, but evaluated in relation to other elements that must remain 
proportionally balanced in one’s body.  
Before further investigating the Christian approach to this liquid, the 
previous blood bowl ceremony invites us to briefly discuss the Chinese notion of 
wine. First, wine (jiu 酒) in Chinese circles usually means rice alcohol (Li 2011).  
Therefore, the very distinct red wine, produced from grapes, is associated with 
Western civilization. This grape wine is becoming popular in contemporary 
China. At restaurants, during the large and noisy meals that define common 
                                                                
77 For instance, my Xiadao medium friend would never eat meat from dog, cow, snake, or turtle 
because they are extremely negative for his work. Occasionally, he would eat other kinds of 
meat. But the day before an important ritual or a god’s festival, he would only eat vegetarian 
dishes.   
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Chinese sociability, Nanping people usually have one bottle of red wine on their 
table. However, they use rice alcohol to toast guests and wish good luck upon 
them. Over the past few decades, the red wine market has quickly increased in 
China, fueled by the attractiveness of the Western culture and capitalist 
consumption (Masset et al. 2016). Also, grape wine is now produced in mainland 
China, usually where former Anglican and Catholic missions were established 
(Kjellgren 2004; Galipeau 2017).  
Nonetheless, the dominant idea of wine still implicitly refers to rice wine. 
This transparent and strong alcohol is commonly used during a meal to honor 
and toast guests. It is associated with masculinity and hospitality. In some sense, 
alcohol is about image and social convention. In the context of Chinese popular 
religion, rice wine is also used as a means for neutralizing or removing negative 
influences during funerals (Thompson 1988:88). As I witnessed in the rural area 
of Yanping District, men who come to touch a corpse during funerals first sip 
some rice wine in their mouth and then spray it around the corpse. Also, "in the 
rites of second burial held six or seven years after death, if the flesh on the body 
has not decayed, wine is spilled onto the corpse to make the flesh rot. In the 
funeral ceremony, wine is applied to eradicate the presence of the dead as a 
corpse among the living, for the rite of pouring wine immediately precedes the 
removal of the coffin from the graveyard" (Ahern 1974:298-99). 
In conclusion, blood and wine are common, even banal, but still peculiar in 
the daily life of many Nanping people. They carry some specific cultural 
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understandings but they are not necessarily taboo, nor charged with a strongly 
unique meaning. In the case of blood, it even carries multiple and contradictory 
interpretations. Ultimately, both of these liquids are reflecting the religious 
landscape they belong to – a materialistic, polysemic and heterogeneous one. 
The material nature and the potential effects of these liquids matter to local 
residents, but there are multiple ways to perceive and channel them. There is no 
singular Chinese approach to blood and wine, nothing homogeneous or 
standardized. Marked by their broader religious context, they embody all sorts of 
significations and take part in various practices. There is not one unique Chinese 
interpretation of the proper understanding of these liquids.  
It is with this broader environment in mind that I now return to Nanping 
Christians to investigate further their relations to blood and wine. If blood and 
wine are not particularly important to Chinese citizens, how do we explain the 
Protestant taboo about blood? What does it bring to a Christianizing 
assemblage?  
 
Toward a Christian teaching on blood in the Chinese context?   
What does the blood taboo do for Nanping Christians? In this section, I 
address briefly some objections about this Christian taboo to show that it is 
primarily not designed because of Chinese religions and/or culture. Then, I 
present a broader explanatory model to argue that it first and foremost points to 
the immanent presence of the Christian God. Building on theories from visual art 
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and social sciences, I then show that this ritual is not about the separation and 
differentiation of religious groups, but about the revelation of an alternative 
presence — the face.    
First of all, the efforts of Chinese Christians in dialogue with the twin 
Church-pastor sponsorship cannot be interpreted as a mere reaction to a 
Chinese religious understanding of blood and wine. Since there is no unique and 
powerful Chinese religious view on these liquids, there is indeed nothing specific 
to fight against. The blood taboo is not something built against a Chinese 
worldview. When Chinese Christians and their pastors pay so much attention to 
blood and wine, it goes beyond their religious environment. Their motivations 
must be found elsewhere.  
Still, they take their religious context into consideration; they are not free 
from its influence. We saw how the Chinese religious context is marked by a 
specific material ideology where the matter of the cosmos is perceived by most 
Chinese people as a continuum that links all beings together. There is no sharp 
distinction between inanimate things and animate beings. Snakes, rivers, and 
oranges all share some kind of similar agency due to their primary yin 
components. Beings share common primary elements that shape their nature 
and potential agency. The interactions between these components are crucial to 
generating homeostasis and change.  
In this context, I argue that Chinese Christians share with their non-
Christian fellows a strong attention to the importance of the material world within 
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the fate of human life. The Christian life and the human destiny is not only 
determined through the powerful mind or because of abstract beliefs. Christian 
life and human destiny also rely on a proper relationship to surrounding material 
beings, including blood and wine. For instance, many Nanping Christians speak 
about the consumption of blood as being bad for health. The physicality of blood 
and of its effects still interests them. In this respect, Chinese Christians are 
similar to their fellow citizens and this is one of their motivations to respect the 
Protestant blood taboo: the search for physical health.  
 
Toward a superior reference – the Christian face  
However, a shared interest does not mean an identical approach. When 
Chinese Christians endeavor to negotiate the proper way to treat blood and to 
produce wine for their Church services, they are not debating about the internal 
properties of blood and wine. Indeed, what matters is not blood and wine per se, 
nor their yin and yang natures. In both cases, Nanping Christians particularly 
focus on the ways in which people should treat and rely on these liquids, and not 
so much on their intrinsic properties. The taboo is about eating and not about 
touching. In their debates and collective discernment, they constantly refer to 
another entity – presented as more ultimate – the Christian face. The basic and 
recurrent explanations that Protestants give about their practices systematically 
refer to God’s will. They drink this wine in memory of Christ. They do not eat 
blood to respect God’s command as it is expressed by Peter in the Book of Acts. 
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For Chinese Protestant Churches, these liquids ultimately must be understood in 
relation to God. Their primary elements (yin/yang), their color, or even their 
origin, are not enough to define them. Blood and wine may have their own 
properties and specificities, but they both refer to and mediate the peculiar 
presence of the Christian face. What matters is that they intrinsically connect to 
God, and this makes them particularly important.  
Before unfolding my argument further, I need to address one objection 
about group differentiation and separation. Since Christians from the Gospel 
Church refer to the bible to justify their practice, one may assume that their ritual 
might reflect a nod to Jewish tradition. Then, social scientists may tend to explain 
their blood taboo as a community ritual produced to discriminate between 
communities and reinforce boundaries. By not eating blood, this Protestant group 
is understood as trying to set itself apart and reinforce its distinctiveness from a 
non-Christian environment. In a similar way, Protestant dietary rules could be 
understood as being inspired by Chinese religious experts who use the means of 
dietary restrictions to separate themselves and foster their commitment to their 
god. These explanations may be partially true, but still insufficient. They ignore 
that Christians from the Gospel Church do not even let non-Christians eat blood. 
When Nanping Christians kill a pig or a chicken, they collect the blood and bury 
it. Selling it or letting others consume it is presented as wrongdoing, and 
potentially harmful to others’ health. Therefore, the non-consumption of blood is 
not only required from Christians but from everyone.  
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Then, when Chinese Protestants refer to the bible and claim that “we” 
cannot eat blood, the “we” encompasses all humans. Chinese Protestants claim 
to follow a universal prescription coming from the only God and relevant to the 
whole humankind. Their practice is not about the internal properties of the blood, 
it is about God’s command and humankind. This suggests that their primary goal 
is not to create rituals to distinguish their group and set apart their religious 
community from other human groups. The Protestant blood taboo is not about 
purification and separation.  
Instead, Nanping Christians aim to renegotiate the ontological 
understanding of blood by referring to a third actor – the Christian God. When 
they do not eat blood, they implicitly – and often explicitly – introduce God as the 
source of all laws and lives, the only scale to know the true nature and power of 
things. Eating blood is prohibited by God and therefore should be avoided. The 
gesture is condemned, not the artifact. Eating is condemned, but touching blood 
or giving blood for transfusion is fine. As Protestants use their buildings to 
generate an immanent critique of the Chinese fengshui and popular religion, they 
also use blood to suggest the immanent presence of their God, the only one 
defining the power of matter and the proper behavior of humans.  
In a context of shared interest about the power of matter, banishing any 
form of blood consumption is much more powerful than simply setting apart the 
Protestant community. By banishing only blood consumption, and not pork, 
Christians raise some distinctiveness without putting themselves entirely apart 
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from the mainstream society. Cooked blood is present in Chinese cuisine, but not 
so much. Pork, though, is a very common meat in the Chinese civilization. Thus, 
banishing it would put Protestants in an entirely new relation to the mainstream 
society. Unlike Chinese Muslims who are today a very distinct ethnic group of the 
Chinese society and who promote all kinds of rituals of separation, Protestants 
are not an ethnic group; they are present across the entire Chinese society in all 
social classes and all regions. They do not promote circumcision, dietary rules, or 
signs of separation – only the blood taboo.  
Banishing “just” blood is a subtle strategy of the Gospel Church. Treating 
this liquid as being given by God, as “life,” is a way to interest and interrogate the 
curiosity of non-Christians while putting God in the conversation. If blood is “life,” 
as Protestants claim, why not consume more of it or use it on some special 
occasions? From a Chinese materialistic approach, defining blood as “life” and 
banishing all consumption of it is puzzling. The Protestant blood taboo thus 
resonates with the Chinese wondering about the power of matter without 
introducing a break between the Christianizing assemblage and non-Christians. 
The interdiction of blood is powerful enough to question and introduce the 
presence of the Christian God – as the answer to the puzzle – without setting 
Protestant groups too much apart.  
This brings me to the core of my argument. Nanping Christians focus their 
efforts on blood to reveal in a receivable language the immanent presence of the 
Christian face. I argue that as we saw in Chapter Two, the central focus of this 
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practice is once again the Christian face. Deliberating about blood and wine is 
about finding a way to respond to and reveal the presence of this face. All the 
debates, dialogues, and negotiations among Nanping Churches about blood and 
holy wine, to know whether God allows the consumption of such products and 
how one should treat these liquids, still converge on one aspect: the Christian 
God should be the reference to define the proper understanding and behavior. 
Blood should not be understood by itself, or only in relation to one’s health; it is 
not self-explanatory. It should be recognized as being in relation to God. Whether 
blood is yin, whether or not it can purify from sin or improve health, its most 
fundamental definition and effect can only be grasped through the Christian 
scriptures and the Church teaching. It is through prayer, biblical study, and 
Church deliberation that Christians can adjust their relation to blood, and through 
it, their relation to the unique God.  
For Nanping Protestants, blood and wine are properly understood when 
integrated into a network of relations where the center becomes the Christian 
God. The large majority of the Gospel Church churchgoers follow their pastors in 
their claim that humans, liquids, and God are all intrinsically connected. The 
Christian God should not be treated as one element among others; he is the 
central key to properly define and treat blood. This way of privileging some 
relations and reorganizing a network of belonging impacts, in turn, the nature of 
these liquids. In contrast to Chinese religiosities, Chinese Churches do not limit 
the understanding of blood or wine to the diversity of their material components 
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and their balanced proportion. Instead, the practices they promote invite to look 
at the Chistian God as the central reference to know what these liquids are and 
how to manage them. In the eyes of the Gospel Church pastors, yin and yang, or 
any other sort of matter cannot be the ultimate property to define these liquids. 
Blood and wine, like Chinese Christians themselves, belong to a network where 
every being is under the power of a single source – the Christian God.  
In this religious project of the Gospel Church, there is no alternative 
independent center, no other ultimate reference, no self-governing being (Qi, yin, 
yang), and no power or source of energy outside of the network coming from the 
unique God. By putting so much emphasis on blood and holy wine, Chinese 
Christians and their pastors are advocating for a shift toward a monocentric 
worldview, a conversion that requires rediscovering the agency of God, the 
nature of the human being and his/her relationship to the material world all at 
once. The Christian face, this emerging unique center, implies a change to 
renegotiate relations and terms within the material world and human life.  
Nevertheless, it is still important to highlight that if the overall majority of 
Nanping Protestants that I directly questioned on this blood taboo immediately 
referred to God’s command, many of them also referred to the pastors. In their 
words, they follow the taboo because God asks them to, and also because 
pastors say so, in accordance with the bible. Respecting the taboo is certainly 
about engaging with the presence of God, but also about respecting pastors’ 
teachings. Moreover, when Meilin changed her practice but did it privately, she 
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clearly wanted to avoid tensions and condemnation within the Church circle. On 
the one hand, she did not want to openly attack pastors’ authority. She still 
respects their commitment to the Church. On the other hand, she feared that 
fellow Christians would misunderstand and disapprove of her behavior. These 
mixed feelings that she shared with me indicate, by contrast, that respecting the 
blood taboo may imply other concerns, such as respecting pastors’ teachings 
and being self-conscious among fellow Christians. Note that behind these two 
concerns, it is indeed the agency of the twin sponsorship, the Church and the 
pastors, which is partially at work. Yet, Christians’ commitment to the blood taboo 
may be colored by a variety of reasons. Different motives may be simultaneously 
juxtaposed and imbricated. However, these multiple concerns that reflect the 
diversity of social relationships within which Nanping Christians negotiate their 
religious commitment, do not dismiss the fact that they still overwhelmingly 
explain their practice by referring to God’s command.  
Finally, the shift toward a monocentric worldview under the presence of 
the Christian face as it is collectively promoted by the Gospel Church is also 
visible, for example, through the interior design of Nanping Christians 
households. When Christians create a small place of worship in their house, they 
have only one. Unlike Chinese non-Christians who might burn incense at 
multiples spots inside and around their house (at the main door for the god of the 
gate, in the kitchen for the god of the stove, in the main room for the ancestors, 
and so on), Nanping Christians have only one spot of worship. The way to 
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physically mark it may differ from denomination to denomination (a red cross, a 
Christ portrait, and so on) but the uniqueness of this worship spot remains 
among all Nanping Christians.   
 
Unity and diversity: the power of the Christian center 
As we have seen, Nanping Christians have various understandings and 
policies toward blood and holy wine. Although they all strongly emphasize the 
ontological link to the unique Christian God, their Church teachings and practices 
are quite diverse. How are these variations explained? If the Christian God is the 
central component who defines all other beings, why are Christian Churches 
taking different approaches to blood and wine?  
To answer these questions, and expose further the particular centrality of 
the Christian face, I borrow from the German-born art theorist Rudolf Arnheim. 
His theoretical work on art provides a stimulating analysis of the ways in which 
artistic compositions are balanced, emerging as a dynamic whole. Studying 
visual perception as the primary human sense to apprehend reality, Arnheim 
(1982) explains that in major artistic works (e.g. buildings, paintings and statues) 
the critical issue is to create an interplay of harmony and drama between two 
fundamental systems: the center(s) and the grids. The American social theorist, 
Edward Shils, (1975) had already emphasized the importance of the center for 
incorporating social groups. For Arnheim, it is the combinations of a center and 
grids, the mutual tensions that they cultivate among them that generate the 
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whole harmony of a work of art.  Both of them – centers and grids – can take 
very different forms: the center is not necessarily the middle, the bigger, or even 
a visible part. It can even operate through several sub-centers. However, it is 
unshakable, immobile, and orients the whole composition to act as a hub.  
The grids, by contrast, can be the frame surrounding the painting, but also 
other internal limits, lines, and perspectives inside the visual composition. These 
lines reinforce distinction and creative tensions like in the Baroque style, for 
example. According to Arnheim, the world is never only a continuum. Our visual 
perception relies on centers and grids to frame reality and allows one to evolve 
(act) through it. Investigating this process of framing, this capacity of assembling 
together, and this attempt to make sense out of reality requires social scientists 
to shift from privileging language, thinking, and intellect, to emphasizing sight, 
perception, and intuition. For Arnheim, this shift is required to better understand 
how human beings learn to make sense of their environment and evolve through 
it. In short, senses must precede sense. 
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FIGURE 32: GRIDS AND CENTERS 
In the following examples, we see how this theory of grids and center 
operates in different pieces of art, such as the facade of Notre Dame de Paris 
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and a statue of St. Joseph.78 Note that the center can be multiple; it is not 
necessarily in the center and big. Also, the grids do not necessarily delimit an 
enclosed space or point to the center. Grids are designed to highlight the center 
and let the center be a focus that binds the whole composition together.  
 
FIGURE 33: GRIDS AND CENTERS IN THE CONSTRUCTION OF ART 
To further unfold the agency of the Christian face, I build on Arnheim’s 
theory to unveil the ways in which the Christian God operates as the center of 
Nanping Christianizing assemblages. Arnheim argues that there are multiple 
ways to generate a central zone, and its binding agency can be very diverse. The 
center can be overwhelmingly present and obvious just as it could be invisible 
but still crucial. Also, the grids and the lines of separation and distinction, can 
                                                                
78 Images and graphs are my own but directly inspired from the ones provided by Arnheim (1982). 
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appear through multiple means, marked and unmarked. Ultimately, it is the 
interactions between the two, the grids and center, which play a critical role in the 
overall wholeness of the composition.   
As we saw above, the blood and the holy wine are always redefined by 
Chinese Christians in reference to the presence of God. I propose to look at 
these practices as grids pointing to the center. These liquids both mark religious 
distinctions and highlight the presence of another being, the central face. Yet, 
this centrality of the Christian God does not provide a blueprint defining precisely 
how to manage blood and wine or where to draw the lines of what a Christian 
practice is. These liquids can be treated and interpreted differently from 
Christianizing assemblage to Christianizing assemblage. As we saw, there is a 
wide range of practices among the Nanping followers of the same Christian God. 
Ways to mark critical Christian distinctions, and ways to point to the central God 
are different from Church to Church. Grids and frames may vary greatly, but the 
center does not intrinsically change.   
In fact, the center of Christian networks is not a totalitarian reference that 
defines every single behavior, states the nature of everything, and implicitly 
denies all forms of subsidiarity and autonomy to other actors. Humans engaged 
in Christian networks obviously have agency to the point that they assert their 
own concerns and needs to contribute to and change their Church’s teaching and 
policy. Depending on the context and history, Christians may work on the grids 
and frames of their Christianizing assemblage to better highlight the center in 
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relation to other issues shaping their social reality. Each assemblage, each 
tradition, generates its own input within the relations that characterize the 
interactions between the unique and specific center, the Christian God, and his 
peripheries.  
In each particular context, Nanping Christians and their pastors respond 
by drawing their own lines of critical distinction. When Christians religiously avoid 
eating blood but drink the holy wine bought from Northern China, they are not 
only submissive and obedient to their God and their pastors; they are active 
partners of God’s revelation in the Chinese context. They engage with the 
Chinese fascination about the power of matter and make a material and active 
statement to reveal under which center they operate and discriminate. The grids 
that Christians design are thus crucial to let their center appear. Without grids, 
there is no center. Everything is back to unformed chaos. Revealing the Christian 
presence relies on both at once. Therefore, the grids, the center, and the 
interplay between the two are all essential to let the composition come together 
and speak. Questioning grids (criticizing the blood taboo) is attacking and 
jeopardizing the revelation of the center (the Christian God). This ritual about 
blood is then not just about the center; not eating blood does matter. It will be 
improper – and somehow risky – to say that God matters “more” than the actual 
practice that Nanping Christians implement. These practices are required to let 
the central presence becoming visible.  
304 
 
 
 
Still, other Nanping Christianizing assemblages may design quite different 
lines of distinction. We saw that some Nanping Christianizing assemblages do 
not implement the blood taboo and use only grape juice. Thus, they each design 
quite distinct grids while all claiming to point to the presence of Jesus Christ. 
Arnheim’s theory, however, shows that there are multiple ways to balance grids 
and centers. There are more ways for grids to reveal their center than through 
the common one-point perspective. Grids can be different while still enhancing 
the same center. Yet, grids should not be understood as trivial, interchangeable, 
and secondary. For each assemblage, grids are vital to let the Christian center 
appear. Without them, the whole Christianizing phenomenon, the whole 
revelation, vanishes.  
In this interplay between grids and center, the human subject is more than 
a blank support who piously carries the Christian message. He has to actively 
discern how to adapt his behavior and to critically show where to draw lines of 
distinction. Christians are partners in the revelation of the Christian face. In other 
words, the center does not phagocytize the peripheries; it does not subsume 
them, but makes them act. Through the dynamic tensions and debates that 
characterize Christianizing assemblages, and through the multiple ways to rely 
on the centrality of the Christian God, one experiences his own agency and 
responsibility in the Christian revelation. Nanping Christians found themselves 
caught in the tensions inherent in the Christianizing phenomenon where the way 
to point to their Lord and discern critical distinctions remain as important as the 
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center itself. 79 Reflecting the Christian face is not only about belief and values, it 
is about the visual and tangible revelation of it that engages each Christian.  
In conclusion, when Christians from the Gospel Church commit 
themselves to not eating blood, they are not repeating a vague ritual of social 
distinctiveness inspired by a simplified understanding of Jewish traditions. Nor 
are they making an equivocal compromise with the Adventists or the True Jesus 
Church to downplay their theological differences. If the Gospel Church 
implements this taboo, it is because it supports and reveals, even more, the 
relation to the Christian God. Animal blood is not consumed; holy wine is deeply 
respected because they both engage Christians as active partners to reveal and 
respect God’s presence in a way that speaks to a society highly aware of the 
power of matter. What matters is not so much the nature of blood and wine, or 
what is permitted or not. It is the dynamic that this taboo generates among 
Christians and beyond. In the Chinese context, the blood taboo and holy wine 
become a means to reveal the true God to Christians themselves and to their co-
citizens. The specific relation that Christians build to blood and holy wine through 
the mediation of their Church teaching speaks about the particularities of the 
                                                                
79 During the discussion of this chapter, my adviser, Robert P. Weller, recalled a personal story. 
While he was in China, he met a Christian woman who was a member of the Little Flock tradition. 
Dr. Weller asked her what she thought about the other Christians, the mainline Protestants. The 
woman replied “they are all devil cults” (xiejiao 邪教). However, later that day, the woman came 
back to Dr. Weller and said she wanted to correct what she said earlier. For her, mainline 
Protestants are “external cults” (waijiao 外教). I argue that this woman’s shift is highly meaningful. 
For her, other Protestants do not simply belong to the devil (xiejiao) but are related fellows 
(waijiao) who stand beyond crucial lines of distinction that matter to her. Her hesitation and 
change reveal the tension between the center and the grids that each Christian deals with.  
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Christian face (unique genitor, ultimate reference), but also of his human partners 
(co-responsible for drawing lines of valorization and tension with the center), and 
of the material world (created, coming from another being). These liquids 
become, therefore, highly significant and powerful within the functioning of the 
Gospel Church Christianizing assemblage.   
 
Beyond blood and wine: A Christian ontological revolution?    
Up to this point, I have unfolded the dynamics underlying the Protestant 
practices around blood and wine. Christians are echoing broader religious 
interests about the power of matter in order to challenge the Chinese views of the 
material world and to ultimately reveal a third but primordial actor – the Christian 
God. The cosmos is not a pure continuum of matter and energy, an immanent 
world where nothing is lost but everything transformed, and within which humans 
are entirely intertwined. On the contrary, an alternative being, distinct from the 
matter itself but still in continuity with it, generating separations and prohibitions, 
appears at the center of the cosmos. The flow of life has to be reconsidered in 
relation to this distinct being. Once again, blood and wine operate as the 
immanent critique of Christianity.  
This last section investigates, through a few other material artifacts such 
as water, incense, paper offerings, and corpses, how this Christian ontological 
revolution has influence far beyond the blood and the wine themselves. By 
presenting how Nanping Christians are concerned with these other material 
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objects, I unveil how the Christian ontology they rely on ultimately aims to 
question and convert their relation to their environment. I argue that the 
ontological transformation that Christians are collaborating with affects the 
relationship to and the understanding of all beings and things, their specific 
nature, and the overall dynamic among them.  
 
What defines good water? 
During my fieldwork in Nanping City, I regularly visited a Buddhist 
monastery located at the end of a rural valley not far from the city. I would go 
there to drink tea with a few monks and to observe their religious life and rituals:  
One sunny and hot day, while I was leaving the place and going down on 
the narrow road back to the city, I stopped by the water source that spurts 
out near the entry of the monastery. I noticed this source because most of 
the time there were a few people filling their big jerrycans with the natural 
water spraying out from a rock, at the bottom of the green hills 
surrounding the monastery. This day, while I was filling my own bottle with 
this fresh and pure water, a woman arrived. To engage a conversation, I 
said to her: “It’s very good water!” She immediately replied: “Oh, yes, it’s a 
gift from God (Shangdi 上帝)!” This last term, usually only used by 
Christians, caught my interest. Doubting my understanding, I asked again: 
“Oh, really?”. The lady jumped at the occasion and started giving me a 
lecture on how this water is made by God (Shangdi) for our good health. 
She has come here for many years now, and she is in perfect health. In 
the excitement of her explanation, she almost threw her body in my face to 
prove how this water is good.  
For a woman in her mid-sixties, she was clearly in good physical condition 
and full of energy. Quite surprised by such enthusiasm about this water, I 
asked her if she believes in Jesus. A simple “yes” would not have satisfied 
her enthusiastic temper, and she started to teach me about Christianity. 
After I mentioned that I was myself a bit familiar with the Gospel Church, 
the one in front of the Yuping bridge, she narrated how she converted to 
Christianity almost thirty years ago, and then joined the Gospel Church. 
After a few years, though, she became sick again and had more and more 
disturbing dreams. She decided to search for the reason for her unrest 
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and asked around for help. In her journey, she discovered the teaching of 
the Adventist Church. After joining their community, she entirely 
recovered, finding peace and health again.  
Based on this testimony, she instructed me to no longer go to the Gospel 
Church. According to her, their understanding of the bible, especially 
about the rituals of health, was indeed very poor and even faulty. They lost 
the right understanding of God’s teaching and do not know anymore how 
to build health in their members. Once again, she reared up her body in 
front of me to prove the efficiency of the Adventist’s practices. 
Meanwhile, a couple had arrived at the water source, preparing their 
bottles and containers. They were obviously quiet and I was curious about 
their reactions to the passionate preaching of my new friend. Suddenly, 
the woman stopped the Adventist believer and replied to me “Here we are 
in China. This water is from the mountain, we are all children of 
Confucius.” Feeling how fast the tensions were rising between the two 
women, and firmly committed to not be caught in a public argument 
involving religion, I thanked them all and said that I had to go. Jumping on 
my electric bike, I left the place, the water, and the thirsty visitors.  
 
This brief story points out how the intrinsic property of water matters. 
Although the water was recognized by both women as good, the way in which 
they eventually explained this “goodness” was different. For the Christian 
woman, it was important to reveal clearly and ostensibly the relation of the water 
to God. The unquestioned quality of the water was an opportunity to point to the 
Christian God and to evangelize. Yet, her way of over-emphasizing on a unique 
center, explaining the whole thing from a “foreign” God, annoyed the non-
Christian woman. She got upset enough to interfere and argue with an unusual 
rhetoric mixing the role of the mountain, some Confucian piety, and a 
nationalistic claim. In this case, two worldviews clashed and my position did not 
really allow me to investigate further.   
Beyond this specific story, Nanping Christians indeed share the 
widespread interest of the local population about water quality. First, Nanping 
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Christians, like their local co-citizens, are inexhaustible when it comes to 
debating about the gustative qualities of water. Where to find the best water to 
make a unique tea? How hot to boil it? These are serious questions in Nanping 
City where the art of serving tea allows many to build a reputation. Tea is the 
most common and important tool used by Nanping people to gather, share time 
with friends and evaluate the education of a visitor. Tea is the local scale to 
mediate social relationships. In northen Fujian, tea recently became one of the 
most important means of sophistication and courtesy to nourish social relations 
and evaluate one’s education. During my fieldwork, I had to drink gallons of tea 
every day. I came to the conclusion that an average local person spends usually 
between two to four hours per day drinking tea with friends or colleagues. In this 
context, the quality of water gains even more importance.  
Beyond these somewhat worldly preoccupations, Nanping Christians also 
debate about the spiritual power of water. For example, believers joining the True 
Jesus Church deliver baptism only through full bodily immersion in flowing rivers 
or creeks (full immersion baptism). According to this Church teaching, baptism 
within the spirit of God can be performed only through living water. These 
concerns about the proper use of water during a Christian ritual are shared by 
the Christian Assembly as well. In this Christianizing assemblage, new Christians 
are baptized only by full immersion, dunking face-first into the water.  
These claims and debates about the function of water and its theological 
value within a Christian baptism puzzle other Chinese Christians who come from 
310 
 
 
 
more mainline traditions, such as the Anglicans in the north of the prefecture and 
the Methodists in Nanping City. Starting in the 1990s, the Gospel Church 
occasionally practiced full immersion baptism. The Church, like many others in 
Fujian, even built a small baptismal font in order to deliver indoor baptism with 
clean and warm water by full immersion. Religious concerns, related to the power 
of matter, did not vanish, though. How much water does one need to effectively 
receive the Holy Spirit? Does God really require a flowing river to give his spirit? 
As time passes, the distinctions between Nanping Christianizing assemblages 
became clearer and more institutionalized, and their ritual of baptism more 
standardized. According to Pastor Sun, since the mid-2000s, baptism by full 
immersion is less popular and the Gospel Church practices it less and less. The 
Gospel Church, unlike the True Jesus Chruch, gradually returned to a simpler 
ritual. During my stay, I never observed this sort of baptism in the baptismal font 
of the Nanping City Gospel Church. I only saw pictures of it from previous years. 
The large baptismal font was turned into a makeshift storeroom, and now the 
majority of the three hundred annual baptisms are performed by pouring water on 
the head of the catechumens.  
Clearly, Nanping Christians are inclined to wonder about the exact agency 
and importance of water itself within baptism, the most important ritual for many 
Christians. Each Christianizing assemblage has a quite different answer.80 Yet, 
                                                                
80 For example, Nanping Catholics use holy water to sign themselves each time they enter their 
Church in reference to the baptism ritual. Holy water has been extremely important among 
Chinese Catholics (offering water from Lourdes to Chinese elderly Catholics remains the most 
popular gift). 
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the choice made by some assemblages and their pastors questions the other 
assemblages; it is an on-going deliberation among them, and at the end, the 
material nature of water still matters. The variety of approaches and the evolution 
of the Gospel Church’s practices indicate that there is not only one way to 
answer questions surrounding the power of water. The way to draw a line 
between what is proper for a Christian and what is not, evolves through collective 
and permanent deliberation. Once again, there are multiple and changing grids to 
frame a Christian life in Nanping City. And once again, these lines of distinction 
are all oriented toward the action of a unique center – the presence of God.  
The Christian relation to water, as to holy wine and blood, reminds us that 
the transformation that occurs through the conversion to Jesus Christ involves 
the material world. It is not just individuals who turn their minds to the Christian 
face, but it is their entire world that gradually converts in relation to the presence 
of Christ. Conversion is about transforming an entire worldview and a system of 
relationships where material objects are a constitutive part. The way of using 
water during baptism is not just about abstract and symbolic meanings, but 
involves and renegotiates the understanding of its materiality and agency. Water 
is no longer defined only in reference to its yin nature but points to the presence 
of a more fundamental being while playing a role in the relationship between Him 
and humans. All the dilemmas and tensions surrounding the use of water reveal 
this on-going negotiation to constantly redefine the proper lines to enact a 
Christian cosmology and stand before the face.  
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How to touch a corpse?  
Another example where Nanping Christians demonstrate a different way 
to deal with the power of matter than non-Christian Chinese is during funerals. 
Chapter three already presented that at the nursing homes of the Gospel Church, 
it is usually Christian workers who deal with the corpse of a departed resident. 
They give them a bath and change their clothes. At the new elderly home of the 
Church, I witnessed how a recently hired non-Christian worker quit and left his 
job after hearing from one Christian co-worker that he might have to touch dead 
bodies. This was a joke from the more experienced co-worker, but the new 
recruit left without asking for more information. Around Nanping, washing and 
clothing a departed one is usually the duty of his daughter-in-law. For most 
Chinese, touching a dead body is highly problematic. Remaining agents 
(especially yin elements from the corpse) could aggregate in one’s own body and 
affect one’s well-being. Others explain that touching a corpse is putting yourself 
at risk. If the departed one is not at peace, he may come back as a ghost and 
bother you. Many churchgoers and their pastors, though, claim that a dead body 
has no agency by itself. Touching it does not allow any ghost or upset soul to 
penetrate you.  
Nonetheless, the proper Christian way to deal with funerals remains under 
constant negotiation. The rapid evolution of local practices and the introduction 
and multiplication of new artifacts constantly question Nanping Christians and 
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their leaders. For example, the Gospel Church Christians refuse to distribute 
traditional red strings to funeral attendees. Also, they are not supposed to burn 
any kind of offerings (paper-money, incense, home furniture made of paper, 
clothes made of paper, and all kinds of paper supplies like a cell phone, house 
and car to offer to the deceased, etc.). Still, they burn all the clothes owned by 
the departed.81 Recycling them, as is done in American nursing homes, is 
unthinkable for them. It would be perceived as stealing from the dead person, 
and some may point to the risk of making the departed upset.  
During a funeral itself, firecrackers and candles are usually tolerated. 
Protestant Pastors joining and presiding at funerals sometimes encourage the 
use of fresh petals (instead of paper offerings used by non-Christians). The 
family drops flower petals on the coffin and later, on the funeral urns. Many 
Christians also use the very fashionable and loud cannon shots during the 
cremation of the corpse at the funerarium. Still, some argue that this loud sound 
is made to scare ghosts, something that Protestants should not worry about and 
therefore not do. For the tomb itself, Christians usually engrave a cross on the 
top of the gravestone. Also, Pastor Sun actively advocates not adding on the 
gravestone the mention of “In the Yang world” (yangshang 阳上) upon the names 
of the departed Christian. But family members – who are not necessarily 
Christian themselves – sometimes forget to relay this atypical request to the 
gravestone carver, and the problematic phrase appears on many Christian 
                                                                
81 Catholics even burn incense.  
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gravestones. Most of the time, Gospel Church Christians avoid adding statues of 
lions in front of the tombs and do not worry about its geomantic orientation. 
Hence, in the new public cemetery of Nanping City there is a section for Christian 
graves. This piece of land was the cheapest, because according to the Chinese 
geomancy, it is poorly oriented.  
Clearly, practices defining Chinese Christian funerals are highly 
intertwined with various material objects, and Christians are constantly struggling 
with redefining the agency of these objects. Hence, Christian funerals are not 
entirely stable and coherent, but constantly negotiated. They are regularly 
challenged by new trends from the broader society, by other religious discourses, 
or by state regulations. Here again, Christians and their pastors have to discern 
the most suitable ways to express their commitment to Jesus Christ in relation to 
all wordly concerns and issues. To express that the well-being of the departed 
depends on the Christian God only and not on paper offerings, loud cannons, or 
geomantic orientation, Christians and their pastors incessantly adjust distinctions 
and evocations. In the critical moment of funerals, pointing to the presence of the 
Christian God and setting some distinctions from non-Christian practices require 
engagement with all kinds of material artifacts. Christian funerals in the Chinese 
context display this interplay between center and grids that feeds the 
Christianizing phenomenon.  
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What do Christians do with paper offerings?  
The endeavor to transform the Chinese material ideology and reveal the 
Christian God is clearly not only about blood, wine, water, and body. It aims to re-
order the entire world. The ontological transformation of material artifacts speaks 
of the whole cosmos. It is a revolution that encompasses everything – all kinds of 
beings and agency.  
This finally sheds new light on the other Christian distinctive sign that I 
mentioned earlier in this chapter – not burning paper offerings. I want to conclude 
this section by briefly returning to this aspect of Christian worship. Unlike most 
Chinese people, Nanping Protestants do not burn paper money, incense or any 
other paper offerings. Destroying these offerings through fire is perceived as 
pagan and idolatrous. Almost all Nanping Christians I know advocate strongly 
against it.  
During my fieldwork, I was surprised to never hear Nanping Christians 
complain about difficulties related to this interdiction (as those complaining about 
the blood taboo and the good dishes they have to give up). It appears that their 
families or colleagues do not mind them not burning offerings during collective 
rituals. According to my informants, Chinese Christians are well-known for 
rejecting these practices. Several times, Nanping Christians told me that when 
their company or family organized these sorts of rituals, they mentioned their 
Christian faith and prayed on their own without joining the common ritual. It 
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seems that this compromise was acceptable to their relatives or colleagues and 
did not generate major tensions.  
Inside the worship services of the Gospel Church, fire is banished as 
much as possible.  Protestants from the Gospel Church do not burn incense. 
Until recently, they would even avoid all kind of candles. Pastor Sun knows that 
Catholics use incense in their liturgy, and he even considers their practice – on 
this specific aspect – closer to the biblical teaching. Yet, incense is never used at 
the Gospel Church. Several pastors explained to me that this interdiction is only 
to extinguish the appeal of Chinese popular religion and avoid confusion. The 
problem is not about the material objects themselves (paper and incense); it is 
about the logic beyond the action of burning. How do these things rely on each 
other? Similarly, fire is not a problem by itself; it is a problem only in the context 
of Chinese popular religion. Therefore, Pastors design new lines of distinction to 
generate a new dynamic, a new set of relationships and intercommunication, 
where the Christian God can appear as central, unique, creator and almighty. 
The point is not to banish paper, incense, or fire; it is to transform the Chinese 
way to interconnect and ‘agence’ things together.  
New Christian lines of distinction are a reminder that communicating with 
the Christian God – echoing his presence – does not intrinsically require fire or 
any material object. God does not depend on material objects, but still uses 
them. These lines of distinction generate a new dynamic between the Christian 
center, human beings, and the entire cosmos. Yet, the point is not to favor a 
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“mental” or a “verbal” communication with the Christian God. Holy wine, pianos, 
and bibles are still valued. The point is to convert the Chinese worldview and 
reset their way of binding terms and relations. Through these new lines of 
distinction (blood taboo, no offering through fire, touching a corpse), the Christian 
God can appear as he manifests himself through the Gospel Books, and human 
beings can accordingly discover who they are.  
Finally, efforts that Nanping Christians make to reframe their relation to 
certain material objects and the ways in which they discern their behavior and 
redefine the cultural meaning of these objects, reveal that there is no coherent 
and systematic “Christian teaching” about the power of matter. There is not a 
Christian materiality in the sense that there is not a single and stable ideology 
about the nature and agency of matter. Instead, the relation to the face, which is 
here the only stable entity, invites Nanping Christians to a constant negotiation 
and reevaluation of how things relate to each other. Christians participating in the 
discernment, the socio-religious environment, and denominational traditions are 
all variable parameters that shape the ways in which Nanping Christians 
discriminate the best way for them, in their particular historico-cultural situation to 
treat material artifacts. When they challenge or reject certain local practices, they 
are not necessarily rejecting the “Chinese tradition” (there is no single coherent 
tradition about blood), nor are they necessarily advocating for a predefined 
“Christian tradition” (their own blood taboo has evolved), but they are collectively 
advocating for the recognition of the Christian face. In this process, there is no 
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clash of two materialities, one supposedly ‘Chinese’ and one supposedly 
‘Christian’, but a constant bricolage to ‘agence’ things around the presence of the 
Lord.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has explored how blood and holy wine remain the nexus of 
multiple concerns and issues among Nanping Christians. Beyond these two 
specific liquids, I have exposed how other material objects are taken by 
churchgoers and their pastors in the midst of major negotiations and 
repositionings that display the immanent critique of Christianity. Jesus’s followers 
in Nanping City do not simply reject or condemn the use of these objects, but 
constantly wonder and re-adjust the best way to rely on them and make them 
participate in their Christianizing assemblage. In the midst of a wide range of 
concerns, I argue that the core issue of these on-going Christian deliberations is 
about revealing and embracing the presence of the Christian Lord. There is a 
continuous repositioning of the material entities that constitute life in Nanping City 
to let emerge the unique and distinct presence that characterizes and holds 
together the Christianizing assemblages – the Christian face.  
Acknowledging the roles and the mutual relations of all these different 
beings – material and immaterial – is a requirement to understand what Chinese 
Christians and their Churches are ultimately doing. The distinctions that 
churchgoers and their pastors are implementing about blood, wine, water, and 
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fire are not to set neat and sharp lines of separation between Christians and non-
Christians. A careful investigation of the distinctions they generate reveals that 
Nanping Christians do not really work at building up impervious borders to 
protect the distinctiveness of their social network. Pastors recall that burning 
incense or eating blood is ultimately “fine,” and that these practices do not 
intrinsically condemn one to eternal damnation. When Nanping Christians and 
their pastors draw lines of distinction, they are generating a more fundamental 
agenda, which aims to gradually transform their entire worldview and cosmology. 
Their lines of distinction work to convert the whole environment of Nanping 
people, to turn it toward the Christian face, and ‘agence’ things around His 
sovereign presence.  
This means that their blood taboo, like the other distinctions they 
implement, seeks to transform the relationships among all the beings dwelling in 
Nanping City (humans, blood, water, wine, and so on). The core issue is to let 
the Christian God manifest Himself to human beings as the paramount being, the 
Lord of all things. This can only occur through the reworking of the mutual 
positioning and relationships among all beings and things. For Nanping 
Churches, the Christian face reveals the true nature of all things and beings, and 
adjusted relationships between beings and things also reveal the presence of the 
Christian face. It is a mutual dynamic where everything emerges simultaneously.  
This transformative agenda is intimately correlated with parts of Chinese 
material ideologies that Nanping Christianizing assemblages try to renegotiate. In 
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a Chinese context intensely interested in the power of matter, and deeply 
embedded in a more polysemic and heterogenous ontology, their way to 
introduce a new and ultimate being implements what I call an ontological 
revolution – or an immanent critique – where all beings and relations are slowly 
reoriented and repositioned. By engaging with blood, water, and other things, 
Christians do not limit themselves to any single religious sphere, but aim to 
speak to and critique all the spheres which dynamically structure life in Nanping. 
The nature, agency and mutual relations of all beings must be revealed in 
reverence to the unique Lord who once became flesh in Jesus Christ. The 
agency of blood, wine, and water cannot ultimately be found in the matter of the 
thing itself, in its yin, yang, or some other dimension, nor in a balanced 
relationship between its components, but in its relationship to the Christian face. 
It does not mean that Chinese categories and other motivations are entirely and 
systematically denied, since the yin-yang balance might still be important for 
health, but this is called to become secondary before the relation to the unique 
source of life – the Christian Lord.  
I have applied Rudolph Arnheim’s work on grids and centers to theorize a 
dynamic model of Christian conversion. Arnheim’s theory highlights that there is 
no center without grids. Both appear simultaneously in the tensions and 
relationships they share together. Still, there are many ways to draw grids 
referring to a center and to balance the two. In Nanping, they are five 
assemblages that point to the Christian face. Yet, without the proper relationships 
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to specific objects and neat lines of distinction, the center loses its consistency. 
Rituals and practices implemented by each assemblage are presented as 
absolute and vital. Grid and center come together. Without an effort to point to 
the presence of the Christian face, lines of distinction lose their coherence and 
effects. Without an effort to maintain distinctive practices, the center disappears. 
Both work at once. Both constitute the Christianizing process.  
In this model, the Christianizing conversion is a relational process that 
goes further than cognitive transformation of individual humans or group 
competition among Churches. The new worldview that is promoted with the 
relation to the Christian God invites Christians to continuously rework together 
their interaction with the surrounding world and all its beings. Turning toward a 
new singular presence– the Christian Lord – does not define in advance all the 
ways in which Christians relate to the multiple beings and face challenges that 
constitute their environment. There is no predefined and coherent Christian 
materiality. As new objects and beings keep appearing (e.g. cannons for 
funerals, customized grape wine, cell phones) Christians discern under their twin 
sponsorship how to relate to them and integrate them without erasing the central 
presence of a Christian life. Thus, all the heterogeneous relations that constitute 
human life need to be constantly reworked under the critical call of the Christian 
face. Therefore, Christians and their Churches constantly reframe lines of 
distinction to better reveal and respond to the central presence of their Christian 
life. This Christianizing process never ends.  
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FIGURE 34: BAPTISM AT THE NANPING GOSPEL CHURCH 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FIGURE 35: CHRISTIAN WINE FROM NORTHERN CHINA 
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CONCLUSION: THE TREE OF LIFE 
 
This dissertation has explored Christianizing assemblages present in 
Nanping City, China. By observing the interactions among local Christians and 
their objects, we have uncovered how the Christianizing process relies on 
various collaborations occurring between human actors and material agents to 
simultaneously critique local worldviews and advocate for the recognition of the 
peculiar Christian God. At the core of this process lies the epiphany of a central 
presence, the face of the Christ, toward which everyone and everything is invited 
– but not forced – to reposition themselves.  
The introduction of this different being through human agency does not 
offer, though, a blueprint for engaging with her/his broader environment and the 
face. In their search for Christian affiliation, Nanping Christians constantly and 
collectively discern and negotiate the best way for Christ’s disciples to position 
themselves and to hierarchize priorities in regard to one’s personal motivations 
and needs. The constant production of practices, social involvement, and lines of 
distinction among Nanping Christianizing assemblages reveal that the turn to the 
Christian God does not automatically provide a predefined code of practices, nor 
a system of meaning or a hierarchy of values. On the contrary, Nanping 
Christians are continuously producing and readjusting their way to engage with 
the face and their broader environment.  
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Nevertheless, if the epiphany of the face does not bring a predetermined 
and coherent system of meaning with itself, it still comes with particular acting 
entities, i.e. the twin sponsorship of the Church and the pastoral clergy. These 
paired entities specific to Christianizing assemblages guide, support, and 
sponsor Nanping Christians’ responses to the face. As we saw through the 
construction of buildings, Christian worship, Christian social services, and the 
blood taboo, the twin sponsorship systematically regulates the growth of a 
Christianizing assemblage and the ways in which individuals participate in it. It 
also provides to Nanping Christians two kinds of acting entities to rely on in order 
to evaluate, inform and eventually confirm their ways of being a Christian. This 
reveals that a Christianizing assemblage works through the simultaneous 
emergence of the face, the Church, and the pastoral clergy. Yet, in Nanping City, 
the five Christianizing assemblages have different ways to express what a 
Church and a pastoral clergy should concretely perform. Therefore, if the 
Christian face comes with the twin sponsorship, it does not determine in advance 
the ways in which this sponsorship is enacted.  
To conclude this dissertation, I would like to pause and sit under a specific 
tree: the banyan tree. Fuzhou, the capital of Fujian, is known in China as the City 
of the Banyan. These banyan trees (Ficus microcarpa) do not look like most 
common trees growing across the Western world. First, Bayan trees begin their 
life as an epiphyte, meaning that their seeds germinate in a rift of other trees or 
buildings. From there, they grow roots and shoots like an oak or pine tree, and 
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gradually, they deploy a trunk, branches, and leaves covering their initial host. 
However, soon enough aerial roots start to appear from their upper branches and 
tend to reach the ground. As time goes by, the ones which find favorable ground 
get thicker to the point that they form new trunks a few meters away from the 
original trunk. Usually, the central trunk also becomes covered with some of 
these thick roots, making it larger and more winding. Slowly, a single tree 
becomes a forest where branches and trunks multiply. A single tree turns into a 
hierarchical net of trunks converging toward the original departure.  
 
FIGURE 36: A BANYAN TREE 
 
After many years, one banyan tree can have more than three hundred 
trunks covering a few hectares.  The original and central trunk of the host might 
even die but the rest of the tree will continue to grow. Only one hollow trunk 
marks the position of the beginning. In addition, these trees are known for their 
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capacity to absorb and regulate humidity. In Fuzhou, banyan trees were regularly 
planted in order to prevent droughts and floods. They turn swamps into safe and 
cultivable spaces. This relation to water might explain why banyan trees are 
usually associated with ghosts. In China, as in many parts of Asia, the banyan is 
perceived as being an umbrella for ghosts, attracting lost spirits looking for the 
more “yin” environment created by the tree. Nevertheless, the banyan is a 
dynamic whole, resilient and strong, integrating a large range of flux, with a 
distinct center and a dense network, unique in many ways, but still similar to 
most common trees.  
I suggest looking at the banyan tree as an image to illustrate what this 
dissertation has unfolded about Nanping Christianizing assemblages. The 
banyan offers a visual model to avoid getting lost in the midst of all the roots, 
trunks, and branches of Nanping Christianizing assemblages. We saw that the 
Gospel Church brings together many people, programs, and issues, all 
constantly interacting and evolving. Agency flows back and forth between many 
parts of the assemblage and in relation to the broader society. Similarly, the 
banyan tree grows through the transformation and translation of light, water, and 
wind into more permanent relationships and repositioning. Like the banyan, the 
Gospel Church grows through constant translation and transformation fueled by 
the agency of many material agents and human actors. This Christianizing 
assemblage also centers itself around one unique entity toward which all 
branches and roots converge. It is where the whole tree started and the center to 
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which all parts relate. This original input remains visible in the growth of the tree, 
even if it gets covered by large roots. It may die at some point and disintegrate, 
but the empty space left behind still indicates its presence, and the convergence 
of the branches points to this initial beginning. In a similar way, the Christian face 
as center of the Gospel Church, operates through unusual modes of presence 
and agency that unify the entire network without directly acting upon it.  
Nanping Christians from the Gospel Church also generate specific support 
for their action, which I have named the twin sponsorship of the Church and the 
pastoral clergy. As new trunks grow out of branches, Christians set apart people 
among them to support, channel and govern the action of the entire network, the 
Church. The pastoral clergy has a unique function and position within their 
assemblage. Among the five Nanping Christianizing assemblages, each network 
implements its own type of pastoral clergy. Some denominations have elders 
only; some promote a triad of bishops, priests and deacons; some combine head 
pastors, co-pastors, and deacons. In the banyan tree, some root-trunks are quite 
short and thick, some long and thin. Some may be composed of interweaving 
roots merging together into a larger trunk. Although each trunk is quite unique in 
its shape and position, each still has a rather similar function in the overall 
ecology of the tree and relates to the same center, as do pastoral clergies within 
Christianizing assemblages. Their particular sponsorship supports the growth 
and interconnection of their Church, playing a distinct role in the overall dynamic 
of their network. 
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In twenty centuries of history, the Christian Church has been compared to 
many ecological images. The Gospel Books themselves offer images of a 
grapevine plant and of a mustard seed. In modern time, two antagonistic images 
are increasingly used to model the ways in which Christian Churches should 
operate and structure themselves. On one hand, some believe that a Christian 
Church should be like a western tree, a unique, large and vertical whole, where 
all webs of relationship and interdependence are channeled – and controlled – 
through a unique trunk. On the other hand, some believe that a Christian Church 
should grow like a rhizomatic plant, a long and homogenous horizontal root. 
Each section of the root can be cut off the plant, and yet reproduce the whole 
plant. In principle, there is no center or hierarchy since each piece is intrinsically 
equal to every other piece and can regenerate the entire plant.   
Nanping Christians, on the contrary, look like a banyan tree. They care 
about a unique center, the Christian face, and constantly refer to it. Through their 
discourses and actions, they endlessly refer to the Lord. Still, they strongly rely 
on the specific sub-trunk to which they are close. For most of them, this trunk is 
the safest one to remain properly connected to the center. The type of pastoral 
leadership they rely on does matter. Besides these supportive trunks, Nanping 
Christians constantly generate lines of distinction to respond to the particular 
aspects of their milieu. These lines are, in some sense, the thousand aerial roots 
growing out of the branches and going down to the soil to feed the growth of the 
tree. Floating in the air, they filter the surrounding humidity to regulate the 
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environment and nourish the banyan. Some may dry out and die, but some may 
reach a propitious spot and grow large and strong to the point of becoming a new 
trunk. This is what happens to certain Christian rituals, rules, and lines of 
distinction. Some may disappear because they do not correspond anymore to the 
surrounding milieu and are not vital to the tree. Some, however, become crucial 
to the definition of a Christianizing assemblage and a major support to its 
orientation. For instance, dietary rules gain new importance in the Christianizing 
life of Nanping Adventists, and it is possible that some day the blood taboo and 
Thanksgiving will become new pillars of Chinese Protestantism.  
Finally, it may be worthwhile to note that a banyan reproduces through two 
different ways. The first one is through layering. This involves a piece of softwood 
that is cut off from the banyan tree during typhoons or other major disruptions. If 
it is given a favorable environment, it grows roots and produces an autonomous 
new tree. Another way is through the production of seeds within which the entire 
coding of the tree is inscribed. Like any seed, this written encoding spread by 
frugivore birds can also produce a banyan if it finds a propitious support. This 
double way to multiply banyan trees may help to envision how “Church planting” 
works. As the Gospel Church history shows, it happened through a small number 
of missionaries who were a part of a large American Methodist Church, but came 
to Nanping and initiated an assemblage in a new soil. This is the most 
documented and common way to generate a Church in Christian history. The 
alternative way, though, which occurs through the introduction of seeds only, also 
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exists when Christian Holy Scriptures are imported somewhere without 
missionaries and generate a new Christianizing assemblage. The written 
encoding of the tree – produced by the tree itself – is capable of generating a 
banyan. In the past, we saw Catholic Churches initiated this way in Fuan (near 
Nanping City) and Korea. In both cases, it was local literati elites who first 
introduced Christian texts into their social network, and from there, a whole 
Church emerged (Menegon 2009; Yu 1996). In other words, the multiplication of 
Christian Churches occurs through human and material objects, missionaries 
and Christian Holy Scriptures. One of the two can be enough to initiate the 
process and yet, some interplay between the two – human actors and material 
objects, pastors and piano, Christians and holy blood – are always required to let 
the tree grow.  
This dissertation has tried to highlight that Christianizing assemblages are 
not only man-made, but also the result of infinite actors, agents and actions. The 
Christian phenomenon is not just a byproduct of the human mind or of group-
bonding strategies. More is at play. In the midst of Christianizing processes, 
pianos, buildings, grape juice, and material gifts reveal how Christianity operates 
for Nanping Christians. Material objects become a key to unveil the range of 
actions and actors that constitute and reinforce the growth of Christianity in 
contemporary China and to point to the type of distinct network that is 
synthesized.  
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